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Introduction 
In 1972 the first home console, the Magnavox Odyssey, was released. Though it was far from a 
success, it did stand at the start of a technological revolution: barely fifty years later, the video 
game industry is one of the quickest growing industries worldwide. In 2013 the video game industry 
reached a total profit of $93 billion worldwide, due to the growth of mobile gaming and the release 
of the eighth generation of gaming consoles.  In 2015 total revenues of the video game industry in 1
the United States reached $23.5 billion - 5% more than 2014. Especially software sales grew: a 7% 
growth compared to 2014.  It is an industry of incredibly fast developments.2
But how exactly can the term ‘video games’ be defined? The definition John Pagnotti and 
William B. Russell III use for video games seems an appropriate one. They define video games as 
‘played either alone or collaboratively, in an immersive electronic environment for reasons of 
entertainment or learning.’3
Video games have been used for several other purposes aside from entertainment. Games 
are being used to train firefighters, doctors, nurses, soldiers, and other types of professionals.  4
There are games specifically designed to advertise products, such as the M&M’s video games: 
several games in which you play a yellow M&M trying to make your way through levels. Aside from 
this, there are games that are part of a bigger franchise and work as a companion app, advertising 
at the same time: the Uncharted 4 mobile game allows you to unlock items for the multiplayer of 
Uncharted 4: A Thief’s End for Playstation 4 (PS4). The game is free to download and in that way 
promotes the main game of the series. Games are also being used to make music, like the 
Japanese Vocaloid video games in which you can make your own songs based around a singing 
voice synthesizer. Even making art is being taught through video games, like Nintendo’s Art 
Academy games in which you learn how to draw and color certain images. The video game 
industry has expanded its reach far beyond that of entertainment, including that of promotion and 
education.
Educational games, often brought together under the name Edutainment, are mostly 
developed for children. Franchises like that of Freddi Fish, a series about a yellow fish trying to 
stop other fish from doing bad things, are focused on children up to the age of ten and often mix 
gameplay with educational elements. Every Freddi Fish game has a moral and teaches children 
valuable lessons. For a long time, however, it seemed that Edutainment ended here: educational 
 http://www.theesa.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Games_Economy-11-4-14.pdf, consulted on 1
06-05-2016.
 http://fortune.com/2016/02/16/video-game-industry-revenues-2015/, consulted on 06-05-2016.2
 John Pagnotti and William B. Russell III, ‘Using Civilization IV to Engage Students in World 3
History’, The Social Studies 103 (2012) 39-48, there 40.
 Brad M. Maguth, Jonathan S. List and Matthew Wunderle, ‘Teaching Social Studies with Video 4
Games’, The Social Studies 106 (2015) 32-36, there 34.
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games, often with math or grammar related assignments, for younger children. There still are very 
little developments when it comes to teaching students, or even adults of an older age, about 
subjects like history.
Because of that, the Edutainment business is not what people should focus on. In 2006 the 
term ‘commercial off-the-shelf video game’ (COTS games) was coined by Sandford, Ulicsak, 
Facer, and Rudd.  With this term the writers meant games that are made for commercial purposes, 5
not focusing on any educational functions the games may or may not have. These games can be 
bought online digitally of physically in stores. They, both AAA-games  and indie games,  are 6 7
focussed on a larger group, usually simply recognized as gamers, and rarely on a specified or 
exclusive group such as students or teenagers. It rarely happens that a COTS game is actively 
being used for educational purposes, though there are exceptions such as Minecraft. Minecraft is a 
sandbox survival game in which the player can build and destroy anything in the virtual world and 
is being used in several schools. Mojang, the developer, even released a special educational 
 William R. Watson, Christopher J. Mong and Constance A. Harris, ‘A case study of the in-class 5
use of a video game for teaching high school history’, Computers & Education 56 (2011) 466-474, 
there 467.
 AAA-games or Triple A games are video games made by big companies or commissioned by big 6
companies, and mostly focus solely on making a profit.
 Indie games are games made by ‘independent developers’, often a single person or a very small 7
group of people, who make a video game out of a passion and though often hope the game makes 
a profit, are mostly focussed on bringing out a product they are proud of.
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A screenshot from Freddi Fish 1: The Case of the Missing Kelp Seeds.
version of the game.  Such specific educational adaptations rarely happen, and in this particular 8
case might be because of Minecraft’s popularity amongst (young) children that caught the attention 
of their teachers in the first place.
Why are COTS games not more often used for educational purposes? There are plenty of 
games that were created for entertainment that could easily be used as an educational tool as well. 
Take for example the mobile game Threes!, developed by Sirvo. The goal of the game is to slide 
numbered tiles on a grid to combine addends and multiples of threes, until there are no more tiles 
left. This game could be used to teach children multiplications of three.  Nintendo’s Dr. 9
Kawashima’s Brain Training games share a similar story. The games were developed for the 
Nintendo DS with a dominantly entertaining purpose. The games are based on Dr. Kawashima’s 
work in neurosciences, though Nintendo is very careful not to claim the games are scientifically 
validated.  The games give the player a series of puzzles on which it can base ‘how old’ your 10
brain is. By playing the game a couple of minutes every day the player can train the brain and the 
age the game determined for the players brain should become younger. According to the game, 
the younger the brain is (with 20 years old being the youngest), the better it can recollect. The 
game gives the player puzzles related to maths, reading, drawing, and even tests related to the 
Stroop effect.
These are just a few examples of the many games out there that could be used for 
educational purposes despite them not being made with that intent. Why, then, are there so few 
studies surrounding this subject? Why aren’t there more schools working with COTS games? To 
look further into this matter, one needs to take a look at what qualifies a COTS video game for 
educational purposes, both inside and outside the classroom. Surely not every COTS game made 
can be used for scholarly functions. But before I look into that, it is important to look at educational 
games as well and see what makes them academic.
For this research I will focus mostly on video games based on ancient history. Plenty of 
COTS games are history-based and could potentially be used for educational purposes. However, 
there are games, such as the Assassin’s Creed series, that are not specifically based on ancient 
history, but are a very good example about how history has been implemented in video games and 
mixed with unique stories. Because of this, I will also discuss games that fall outside of ancient 
history, but always in a way that is relevant to this research.
It is important to look at video games as potential educational tools, considering how fast 
the video game entertainment business is growing. There have been a few studies concerning the 
use of history-based COTS games in a scholarly environment. John Pagnotti and William B. 
 Minecraft Education Edition can be found at http://education.minecraft.net/minecraftedu/.8
 More information about Threes! can be found at http://asherv.com/threes/.9
 More about Dr. Kawashima’s Brain Training can be found at http://www.nintendo.com/games/10
detail/Y9QLGBWxkmRRzsQEQtvqGqZ63_CjS_9F.
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Russell III have done extensive research about using Civilization IV to teach students about world 
history. William R. Watson, Christopher J. Mong and Constance A. Harris have looked at schools 
using games such as Civilization III and Europa Universalis in the classroom. Jakub Majewski has 
looked at using video games for teaching cultural heritage. These studies are specifically based on 
history and cultural heritage related video games. I will also use a couple of studies that 
researched using different genres of video games in the classroom. All these studies will be 
explored in a later chapter.
For this research several games will be played and analyzed to determine the current 
situation surrounding the educational values of COTS games. I have tried to find a wide range of 
games of different genres, with diverse gameplay and from various developing companies. All 
games will be related in some way to ancient history: most games are about ancient Rome, with a 
few about ancient Greece. Whilst playing these games, I will look at how accurate certain elements 
are. However, because the games are so varied, these elements will change for each game as 
well. Therefor I will explain which elements I have looked at per game at the beginning of each 
case study. I realize that choosing games that are more alike (for example, only strategy role-
playing-games or city building games) will create a better comparison between each game. 
However, because more and more games from widely varying genres that are inspired by ancient 
history seem to be released (especially over the past ten years), I wanted to take a look at as many 
different genres as I can. I do this because in the end this research is also trying to look at what 
kind of COTS games can be used to educate gamers from all ages both inside and outside of the 
classroom, and for that I need as much variation as I can find. This particular approach can give 
me more insight into whether or not there are genres that are more suitable for educational 
purposes than others.
One of the most important questions this study asks is about accuracy versus fun. Is a 
narrative game enhanced or limited if it tries to adhere to historical accuracy? Educational games 
are often fun enough for children, in trying to make the learning process a little bit more 
pleasurable, but will fail to keep the average gamer entertained. Triple A games that are made for 
entertainment, however, are often inaccurate in more than one way because exactly following the 
historical facts as we know them will limit and even dull the gameplay. Is there a way for 
commercial off-the-shelf video games to be both fun and historically accurate at the same time? 
Can COTS games qualify to teach both children within the classroom, and gamers of all ages 
outside of the classroom about ancient history?
First, I will discuss the theoretical framework I’ll be using. Then I’ll give a brief history of 
video games and the different types of games I will encounter in this research. The following 
chapters will look at educational games, what kinds there are, why they are important, and what 
differentiates them from other types of video games. After that I will discuss the current situation 
when it comes to COTS games based on ancient history. In it I will discuss several games made 
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throughout the past 20 years or so. Each game will be discussed like a small case study, with its 
own research questions and conclusions. After that I will take a look at how COTS games can 
expand to become more educational, through the use of add-ons, extras and new genres. I will 
take all the knowledge gathered from the previous chapters and look at what qualifies a game to 
be educational for both students in the classroom, as gamers of all ages outside of the classroom. I 
will also take a look at what needs to be done to make video games more accurate and more 
suitable for academic functions. The research will be concluded with a short recapitulation and a 
brief look into the future. 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Theoretical framework 
Because of the novelty of the subject of historically accurate video games, there are no proper 
theoretical frameworks yet. I will therefor turn to the edutainment business and consider the 
changes and developments within that area. Because I am trying to get history to a bigger 
populace than just students, but also gamers of all ages and backgrounds, I can use the current 
findings of educationalists to create a model. This model would contain all the criteria a video game 
should comply to, to be called a historically accurate and educational game for all players.
The very first educational video game originated in 1971, made by a student teacher to 
stimulate his eight-grade American history class. The game, called Oregon Trail, taught about the 
difficulties of the western expansion of the United States, and was used by several generations of 
middle school students from the United States and Canada. The simulation game gave students 
pioneer decisions to make, and faced them with the consequences of these decisions. By 2011 the 
game sold an estimated 65 million copies.11
But what exactly is the difference between educational video games and COTS-games? As 
the name already suggests, an educational video game is developed with a focus on an 
educational aspect. But what does this mean, exactly? Edutainment, also known as serious 
games, are developed with a priority on education, while still aiming to be entertaining. Serious 
games have many applications, and are used for health, work, learning, training professionals and 
 John L. Sherry, ‘Debating How to Learn from Video Games’ in: Rachel Kowert and Thorsten 11
Quandt ed., The Video Game Debate. Unravelling the Physical, Social, and Psychological Effects 
of Digital Games (New York, Abingdon 2016) 116-130, there 116.
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A screenshot from Oregon Trail.
documentation.  This seems to be an ideal, something every developer of educational games 12
wishes to achieve. There are problems with this, however.
Games made for edutainment are often lacking ‘the intrinsic motivational drive found in 
commercial game titles’, as Egenfeldt Neilsen (2007) put it. They are too focused on teaching. 
Games made for the commercial market, on the other hand, are designed to be fun, but often care 
very little about teaching gamers about anything other than the game’s mechanics and rules. 
These games challenge their players and engage emotions and stimulate the imagination.  If this 13
is true, what can be done to make educational video games more fun? According to R. Rosas et al. 
(2003), educational programs must be enjoyable, which can be achieved by including several 
elements of:
“(1) challenge: clear, meaningful and multiple goals, uncertain outcomes, variable 
difficulty levels, randomness, and constant feedback, (2) fantasy: a character with 
whom the players can identify, use of an emotionally appealing fantasy directly linked 
to the activity, the use of metaphors, (3) two types of curiosity: sensory curiosity (audio 
and visual effects) and cognitive curiosity (surprised and constructive feedback).”
I should add to this that the educational program needs to be visually attractive to a large part of 
the focus group, meaning realistic and modern graphics, as explained above. But that’s not all. 
Rosas et al. say there are more criteria a game has to meet before a video game is effective. They 
name six highlighted features: these include a clear goal, an adequate level of complexity (not too 
easy, not too hard. A game must be challenging), high speed, incorporated instructions (players 
often figure out how to play the game while playing. There is no need to read instructions 
beforehand), independence from physical laws (the game has its own physical laws) and holding 
power (the game builds a microworld with its own rules and regulations).  This complicates things 14
when one wants to use video games in a learning environment. One student might find a game too 
hard, while the other finds a game too easy. Most games have different difficulty-levels, often 
ranging from easy to medium to hard, but wether or not different difficulties can be used in a 
classroom would wholly depend on the nature of the game. If having a different difficulty level 
impact the game to such an extend that the learning experience changes, it would be unfair to 
students who play on a higher or lower difficulty setting than the rest of the class.
 Jakub Majewski, ‘Cultural Heritage in Role-Playing Video Games: A Map of Approaches’, 12
Furnace 2 (2015) 5.
 Rachel Godfrey and Margaret Waddingham, ‘Computer strategy games in the Key Stage 2 13
History’, Education 3-13 41-1 (2013) 39-46, there 41.
 R. Rosas et al., ‘Beyond Nintendo: design and assessment of educational video games for first 14
and second grade students’, Computers & Education 40 (2003) 71-94, there 75.
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Difficulty, however, would not be a problem when it comes to COTS-video games. Games 
that are intentionally hard or easy often have their own group of gamers they focus on. Games like 
Bloodborne  or Dark Souls III  are specifically made extremely difficult to cater to a group of 15 16
gamers that enjoy being challenged. Other games are made for a younger or more casual 
audience. When accepting that not every video game is made for every gamer (aside from difficulty 
differences, there are different genres people might not be interested in), difficulty as a problem for 
COTS-games can be dismissed. Instead, game developers can focus on making different 
historically accurate games for different target audiences. Different difficulty levels could be 
implemented to reach a larger audience.
The research by Rosas et al. leads us to another problem, namely: gender issues. Males 
tend to play more video games than females, and often play different types of video games as well. 
Because of this, males often have a different attitude towards video games than females.  This 17
could potentially impact Rosas’s point about incorporated instructions. Males generally have more 
experience with video games, and are therefore more likely to master the instructions faster than 
females. Games used in an educational environment need to have a basic tutorial on how to play 
the game, so everyone who plays the game starts with the same level of understanding. This 
again, however, might not be relevant for COTS-games. Game designers usually assume their 
audience have a basic understanding of the gameplay, although almost every single game has a 
tutorial available for less experienced players (or at least a key mapping so that one can always 
look up what button does what exactly).
The elements Rosas et al. point out make sense. But can these elements be combined with 
an educational aspect? In the case of historically accurate COTS-video games, the theoretical 
framework consists of two parts. What makes a game educational, and what makes a game fun. 
Making a video game fun, however, is not the issue here: every game designer knows how to 
answer that question. The problem is how to make a game historically accurate and fun at the 
same time. How often does the accuracy suffer to make the story more interesting, the gameplay 
more engaging and the characters more relatable or more horrid? How often are great historical 
developments twisted to make the story the game developers came up with go in a certain way?
Jakub Majewski says the following about the display of cultural heritage in video games: 
“Developers frequently resort to popular culture stereotypes, distorted but readily recognizable to 
 More information about Bloodborne can be found at https://www.playstation.com/nl-nl/games/15
bloodborne-ps4/.
 More information about Dark Souls III can be found at https://www.darksouls3.com/.16
 Jeroen Bourgonjon, Martin Valcke, Ronald Soetaert and Tammy Schellens, ‘Students’ 17
perceptions about the use of video games in the classroom’, Computers & Education 54 (2010) 
1145-1156, there 1148.
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audiences, and thus more accessible.”  The same can be said about the accuracy of history-18
related facts in video games. Though Majewski focusses on cultural heritage, the same thing 
happens to history: by falling back on popular cultural stereotypes, which have become something 
the populace recognizes because they have seen it so many times before, they can sell a video 
game easier than when they have to introduce gamers to something new. Think, for example, 
about the vikings and how often they are displayed wearing helmets with horns on them.
But perhaps a story does not have to be completely historically accurate to still be usable 
as an educational video game about history. In their research, C.M. Thomas and J. Clyde talk 
about the importance of narrative in their research:
“Narrative is the main tool used to understand past action and is used to construct the 
past, explain that construction, and to judge its truth value. Regardless of wether a text 
presents a clear or concise narrative, if the building blocks of an argument are present 
(fact, evidence, and the relationship between them), the reader will still create a 
narrative for themselves as they work to understand and judge the veracity of the 
argument or construction.”19
They argue that narrative is the most important tool to use to make past actions understandable. If 
that is the case, then perhaps the narrative can be warped to make big historical decisions easier 
to understand. A game developer could come up with a story about what could possibly have 
happened if the nazi’s had won the Second World War, and in that way using a new and interesting 
narrative to show what horrors happened between 1940-1945. There are many interesting options 
possible when looking at video games like this, and these will be discussed later.
Despite the problems and different possibilities with combining COTS-games and 
educational games, there are many educators who wish to see video games be used as an 
educational tool. Oregon Trail was a succes, and certainly isn’t the only educational video game to 
have sold plenty of copies to be called successful. Because of this, and society’s technologization, 
there has been an increase in recent years in government support for educational games in Asia, 
Europe, and North America. There have been funding opportunities, academic conferences, even 
undergraduate and graduate degree specializations in edutainment. Experts from the fields of 
learning sciences, developmental psychology, media effects, and humanities, but also game 
designers, private foundations, and research centers have come together to discuss the potential 
 Majewski, ‘Cultural Heritage in Role-Playing Video Games’, 2.18
 Christopher M. Thomas and Jerremie Clyde, ‘Game as Book: Selecting Video Games for 19
Academic Libraries based on Discipline Specific Knowledge’, The Journal of Academic 
Librarianship 39 (2013) 522-527, there 524.
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of educational video games.  These are wonderful developments, and historians could benefit 20
greatly from these discussions if they would and could join them.
For a game to be both educational and fun, it has to contain certain elements, discussed 
above, which unfortunately contradict each other. Perhaps a historically accurate game is therefore 
impossible to achieve, and we should look at educational games differently by focussing more on a 
narrative instead of details. This last part will be discussed more later on, when I take a look at how 
historically accurate COTS-games currently are. 
 Sherry, ‘Debating How to Learn from Video Games’, 116.20
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Games as an educational tool 
As mentioned before, more and more researchers and teachers are interested in using video 
games as an educational tool. But why video games? Why not other types of media, such as social 
platforms or interactive books? The focus seems to be mostly on video games, but what makes 
them so interesting?
Students today grow up with social networks, hypertexts and video games. They grow up in 
a world with computers and constant technological advances in this area. These contemporary 
students, sometimes also known as digital natives or screenagers, are considered fundamentally 
different from previous generations of students by more and more authors.  Considering this, it 21
seems inefficient that most Edutainment products are focused only on younger children. It seems 
especially screenagers could benefit from the use of video games in the classroom. The current 
generation is growing up in a world that is digitally enhanced, yet the way children are taught has 
not changed along with these developments.22
There are some studies that show the positive effects of using video games in the 
classroom. Video games stimulate a better performance in algebra and improve the grasp students 
have on spelling and decoding of grammar. Video games stimulate the development of complex 
thinking skills related to problem solving and students get better at strategic planning and self-
regulated learning. Aside from this, video games also positively influence the students’ motivation 
to learn, more so than traditional learning methods. This increase in motivation has a direct effect 
on the students’ attention and concentration.23
When students are immersed in an experience, a powerful and sustained learning occurs. 
The innovations in gaming technology have grown in the past decade, so much that game 
designers are now able to create massive interactive environments in which players are no longer 
following a static storyline, but are instead solving open-ended problems that effect both the 
players and the digital world around them.  Video games can boost critical thinking, active 24
learning and knowledge construction. They can teach students the value of collaboration and how 
to effectively use and access different forms of digital and electronic information. These are skills 
that are becoming more and more relevant to students in their later academic and/or professional 
careers. Students today need a different approach to education. They need to actively participate 
and engage.25
 Bourgonjon et al., ‘Students’ perceptions about the use of video games in the classroom’, 1145.21
 Pagnotti and Russell, ‘Using Civilization IV to Engage Students in World History’, 44.22
 Rosas et al., ‘Beyond Nintendo’, 73.23
 Pagnotti and Russell, ‘Using Civilization IV to Engage Students in World History’, 40.24
 Watson et al., ‘A case study of the in-class use of a video game for teaching high school history’, 25
466.
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There are still some reservations about using video games as an aid in the classroom. 
Williamson conducted a survey in 2009, asking more than 1600 teachers from the United Kingdom 
about using video games in their classroom. About 60% of all teachers asked were interested in 
using video games in their classrooms. Some indicated that there were several barriers holding 
them back, such as the high cost of both computer hardware and software, not knowing how to 
implement video games in their classes in an educational way or that students might not connect 
the narrative of the video game with the lesson they were supposed to learn from it.26
In 2006 Sandford, Ulicsak, Facer, and Rudd conducted a research about the use of 
commercial off-the-shelf video games for educational purposes in the United Kingdom. Of the 
group that did not want to use video games in their classroom, about 37% believed that these 
COTS video games had little or no educational value. Teachers who did use these COTS video 
games ran into several technical problems: the games often had no consistent save points, which 
made it difficult as students progressed through the games at different paces. The way the games 
were structured also caused problems, as they had a very different structure from the class period 
and were difficult to made fit in.27
Aside from surveys and researches about whether or not teachers want to use video 
games in their classrooms, there have also been several studies in which teachers already actively 
used video games to teach their students. These experiments resulted in some negative and 
positive experiences. For example, Egenfeldt-Nielsen conducted a research in 2005 where he 
used the game Europa Universalis II in a history course with 72 Danish high school students. 
Because of a lack of understanding of history itself, and problems with understanding the game, 
students showed difficulty with connecting the game and history. Despite this, most students that 
joined the research did gain experience through the game which potentially increased their 
understanding of history itself. Egenfeldt-Nielsen came to the conclusion that for a game to be 
used in a classroom, it needs to be specifically focused on education.28
 Ben Williamson, ‘Computer games, schools, and young people. A report for educators on using 26
games for learning’, Futurelab (2009) 2-42. Downloaded from https://www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/
FUTL27/FUTL27.pdf on 09-10-2016.
Watson et al., ‘A case study of the in-class use of a video game for teaching high school history’, 
467.
 Richard Sandford, Mary Ulicsak, Keri Facer and Tim Rudd, ‘Teaching with Games. Using 27
commercial off-the-shelf computer games in formal education’, Futurelab (2006) 2-61. Downloaded 
from https://www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/FUTL49/FUTL49.pdf on 09-10-2016.
Watson et al., ‘A case study of the in-class use of a video game for teaching high school history’, 
467.
 Watson et al., ‘A case study of the in-class use of a video game for teaching high school history’, 28
468.
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 A more positive experience came from a teacher in Florida. In a ninth-grade world history 
class at a public high school in Florida, a test was held to see if a teacher could use Civilization IV, 
a turn-based strategy game developed by Firaxis Studios, to teach children about the effect of 
technological advancement on the development of civilizations in world history. During this test, 
students were working in groups, and an observing teacher noticed how amazed he was to see 
students ‘this focused on learning history.’ According to the research, students were engaged in the 
lessons, very motivated to learn, and demonstrated very few behavioral issues.  Video games 29
give students meaningful contexts and promote discovery learning. Because they are motivating to 
the player, video games could also promote a ‘positive attitude towards learning and school’.30
Another study decided to approach video games from a different angle. In 2008 Squire, 
DeVane, and Durga conducted a research in which they implemented Civilization III, an older 
installment from the previously mentioned Civilization IV, in an after-school program for fifth and 
sixth grade students who were unmotivated by the traditional ways of educating. For this, the 
researchers did not focus on the overall historical accuracy of the game, but more on smaller 
historical facts within the game, or historically accurate rule-sets the game contained. They asked 
questions such as ‘Name 5 early military units’ or ‘Describe the historical importance of hoplites’. 
The researchers noticed that playing Civilization III made the students more interested in social 
 Pagnotti and Russell, ‘Using Civilization IV to Engage Students in World History’, 40-41, 44.29
 Bourgonjon et al., ‘Students’ perceptions about the use of video games in the classroom’, 1145.30
 15
A screenshot from Europa Universalis II.
studies, which led them to be more interested in ‘more academically valued practices’ like reading 
or watching documentaries. In this case Civilization III served as a gateway.31
After a different experiment by R. Rosas et al. (2003), teachers reported that not only was 
the amount of hours the students played video games in class too short (thirty hours spread over 
three months), but the video games turned out to be so motivating that students developed a much 
greater interest in learning, and became more motivated to attend school.32
Despite these studies being successful in varying degrees, there is one problem one might 
run into when using video games in the classroom. According to a research by Bourgonjon, Valcky, 
Soetaert, and Schellens, students who are more immersed in video games and technology often 
want a different kind of education. This needs to be nuanced: a large group of students, mostly 
females, have very little experience with video games and video game technology. The differences 
between these two groups suggests that the so called digital natives is a more diverse group than 
most researchers realize. In the studies the differences between these two groups are hardly 
discussed, but it is a point that has to be taken into consideration. If a large part of a class has no 
experience with video games and video game technology, there is a chance they will fall behind 
academically because they can not handle the material as intuitively as their classmates. Video 
games should not be too hard or too easy. If games are either, students will lose interest.  But how 33
can you make an academic game that is not too hard for one group, or too easy for the other?
Most studies also show that males are more interested in video games, play for longer 
periods of time without taking a break, and enjoy a greater diversity of games than females. Jeroen 
Bourgonjon et al., however, claim that the gap in gender diversity in games is diminishing. An 
explanation for the small gap that still exists, according to them, might be that females dislike the 
amount of violence and the stereotypical way women are often portrayed in video games. When 
looking at parents of gaming children, studies find a similar trend: mothers often display more 
support for the regulation of video games (and similar media) than fathers.  This gives us another 34
interesting point to consider: for a game to be suitable for in the classroom, the aesthetics need to 
be alluring to all students. In some cases, however, violence cannot be ignored, as it is a part of 
history. But perhaps it can be made less realistic.
 Watson et al., ‘A case study of the in-class use of a video game for teaching high school history’,  31
467-468.
K.D. Squire, B. DeVane & S. Durga, ‘Designing centers of expertise for academic learning through 
video games’, Theory Into Practice 47 (2008) 240-251, there 243.
 Rosas et al., ‘Beyond Nintendo’, 86.32
 Bourgonjon et al., ‘Students’ perceptions about the use of video games in the classroom’, 1152, 33
1147.
 Jeroen Bourgonjon, Martin Valcke, Ronald Soetaert, Bram de Wever and Tammy Schellens, 34
‘Parental acceptance of digital game-based learning’, Computers & Education 57 (2011) 
1434-1444, there 1437.
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One thing I can say for sure is that there is a great interest in using video games as an 
educational tool, coming from different corners. Video games alone would probably not serve as 
proper educational tools as they are now, and would fit better to be an extra aid next to regular 
classes to motivate students. However, there are other ways video games can be used to teach 
certain aspects of history, which I will discuss in the following chapter. 
 17
Using video games in the classroom 
If looked at from a cognitive point of view, video games could be a favorable way of learning. 
Knowledge and skills acquired in video games are more likely to stick than when we practice with 
one particular kind of problem. After a while, the knowledge and skills become automatized and 
set, after which the student can continue to focus on new knowledge and skills. Aside from that, 
learning is accomplished from trial and error by putting the player in the role of the one that needs 
to make the decisions. In addition, the player receives immediate feedback, which invites the user 
to explore and experiment with the games’ affordances. Games also often have a very steady 
progression in difficulty, in which skills and knowledge learned at lower levels can be successfully 
used at higher levels. Most games can also be adjusted in difficulty, to cater to the type of student 
that is playing the game.35
Within the field of Game-Based Learning (GBL), researchers have been working on 
identifying what factors have an impact on game design that can make video games efficient tools 
for education. There have been studies in which video games were used within a classroom 
setting, studies that looked at what genre video game is most suitable for educational purposes 
and studies that considered the current educational game evaluation methods.  There has been a 36
lot of research into the subject of educational video games. But what exactly makes a video game 
an efficient learning tool?
Participants of a 2006 research by Sherry, Lucas, et al., mentioned they enjoy playing video 
games to experience ‘the mastery of overcoming a difficult level’. They enjoyed pushing 
themselves to progress further in the game.  Watson, Mong and Harris (2011) observed a regular 37
class in which the teacher taught high school history using video games. The results show that the 
hands-on aspect of the game helped students to be better engaged to the material while learning. 
One student mentions that the game gave visuals to what happened, instead of just hearing about 
it. Another student agreed and said he learned easier, because you’re doing it yourself instead of 
reading about it in a book. Some students also said that playing the game was fun, they enjoyed 
playing it and wanted to play more. Next to that, the game was a challenge according to some 
students, in a good way.  It would seem that children like to be challenged, and that this motivates 38
them to continue the game and try their best. Video games allow children to become less passive 
 Fotini Paraskeva, Sofia Mysirlaki & Aikaterini Papagianni, ‘Multiplayer online games as 35
educational tools: Facing new challenges in learning’, Computers & Education 54 (2010) 498-505, 
there 499.
 Eugenio J. Marchiori et al., ‘A visual language for the creation of narrative educational games’, 36
Journal of Visual Languages and Computing 22 (2011) 443-452, there 443.
 Andy Boyan & John L. Sherry, ‘The Challenge in Creating Games for Education: Aligning Mental 37
Models With Game Models’, Child Development Perspectives 5-2 (2011) 82-87, there 82.
 Watson et al., ‘A case study of the in-class use of a video game for teaching high school history’, 38
470.
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learners. They have to work with the information that they received, which makes them feel 
responsible for their own learning. This motivates and challenges them.39
Educational video games lack some constructs that could, if implemented, improve them as 
learning tools. One of these constructs is the option to adjust a game for each individual student. 
This is necessary to achieve the optimal learning experience, as one student might not be as 
familiar with video games as the next, as discussed before. A second construct that educational 
video games can benefit from is the ability to assess the learning experience by adding an option 
to track and evaluate the students’ play-through.  For example, one problem R. Godfrey and M. 40
Waddingham (2013) point out in their research is that when using strategy games in classes, the 
knowledge development is less controlled than it is with more traditional teaching methods. 
Because of this, it becomes more difficult to make assessments of progress. It becomes hard to 
compare this method of learning with a more traditional method.  A way to track and evaluate the 41
progress students make seems indispensable.
Marchiori et al. continue on this and adds that educational games need three aspects to 
add to learning: assessment, adaptation, and guidance. In agreement with Godfrey and 
Waddingham, they argue as well that in order to properly use educational games, one needs to be 
able to assess the students: in-game assessment gives teachers the opportunity to look at relevant 
actions and to rectify these if necessary. Secondly, by adding a guidance system to the game, the 
player can make progress regardless of how knowledgeable they are about the subject or the 
game. A good example would be a hint-system, which is something commonly used in COTS-
games. If a user is hesitant on what to do, they can click the hint-button and get a clue on what 
action they should perform next.   If a player prefers not to receive hints, he or she can simply 42
refrain from clicking the button. This makes a guidance-system ideal for users with different levels 
of experience. Thirdly, a video game needs to be able to adapt to the user.  One previously 43
mentioned way to do this, is by adding different difficulty-levels, a feature that already is included in 
most COTS-games. It is suggested that games can be used to teach children in a fun, motivating, 
engaging, encouraging and interesting way. Games allow for more difficult knowledge to be taught 
to children, that would otherwise be too complicated to be taught in the classroom, because a 
 Godfrey and Waddingham, ‘Computer strategy games in the Key Stage 2 History’, 40.39
 Marchiori et al., ‘A visual language for the creation of narrative educational games’, 444.40
 Godfrey and Waddingham, ‘Computer strategy games in the Key Stage 2 History’, 44.41
 One can add variety to this by making the hints vague in the beginning, and adding more hints 42
that are less vague as time processes. A good example of this can be found in the video game 
series The Room for iOS and Android, in which the user can click on the first hint (which is vague) 
but has to wait several minutes before they can click on the second (to stimulate the player to 
figure out the puzzle themselves). A game developer can make hints as easy or hard to get and 
understand as is desirable.
 Marchiori et al., ‘A visual language for the creation of narrative educational games’, 448.43
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game can be adjusted according to the type of learning, type of knowledge, and the type of 
students.44
Dickey (2005) mentions three elements that are important within any interactive design 
(which includes games): 1. the setting of the design; 2. the roles and characters; 3. actions, 
feedback and affordances. The first two are where the story takes place, but the last one is what 
makes a video game interesting. The actions one does drive the main character, and thus the 
story, forward, while the feedback one receives gives the user information on what course of action 
to take next. Affordances give the user options, which makes the game even more interesting.45
For a lot of gamers, the main enjoyment for playing video games comes from the challenge 
of learning the gameplay. Players need to learn the rules and affordances of a game, to figure out 
in what way they can manipulate the game so they get the desired results. Once they acquired 
these results, they enter a ‘highly rewarding mental state’ better known as ‘flow’. While in this state 
of ‘flow’, the user can feel an extreme sense of accomplishment and a ‘pleasurable feeling of 
reward’. According to Boyan and Sherry there are two kinds of challenges within a game: manifest 
and intrinsic challenges. Manifest challenges are the more obvious challenges, such as defeating a 
certain enemy or completing a task. To be able to beat the manifest challenges, one must 
understand the intrinsic challenges: this involves learning the unique allowances of a game, such 
as its rules or certain strategies. Sherry believes that reaching the ‘flow’-state comes from 
mastering the intrinsic challenges, and thus the educational content should already be a part of the 
intrinsic challenges.46
If a user was playing a game about ancient Rome, he or she would need to first learn the 
rules and conditions about what it is like living in an ancient civilization. This is the intrinsic 
challenge. These rules would differ if the player is controlling a character that is poor, rich, a slave, 
a free man, a woman, a child, et cetera. Once the user understands the rules that are applicable to 
the character they are controlling, he or she can try to take on the manifest challenge (for example, 
to try and become a senator, if the user is playing a free male citizen of Rome). One can imagine 
that exploring the intrinsic challenge as different members of a civilization can be interesting to the 
user. The player would need to learn what their boundaries are and how they can live within them.
 Paraskeva et al., ‘Multiplayer online games as educational tools’, 499.44
 Marchiori et al., ‘A narrative metaphor to facilitate educational game authoring’, 591.45
 Boyan & Sherry, ‘The Challenge in Creating Games for Education’, 82-83. In 1990 46
Csikszentmihalyi came with the concept of ‘flow’ and described it as a state of mind in which an 
individual experiences highly focused concentration. The individual can lose control of time and 
self-awareness and enter a state in which there is seamless control between thought and action. In 
2004 Sherry expanded the theory behind ‘flow’ and concluded that ‘flow’ can be reached if the 
demands of the media product, including video games, are exactly at of even slightly beyond that 
of the user.
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F. Paraskeva et al., however, believe that educational video games should not be possible 
to play indefinitely, to make sure the game does not interfere with schoolwork and act only as a 
supplement. One way of doing this is by adding an element that can only be accessed within the 
classroom. The game could also function as the basis for a homework assignment.  Therefore it is 47
important that COTS-games used in the classroom both have the educational content available in 
the intrinsic challenge, in order to reach the ‘flow’, but are also fit for a short play-through so that 
the game can be played within the classroom within a period of 45 to 90 minutes.
A video game used as an educational tool should be challenging, should allow teachers to 
assess the work of the students, should have a guidance system for students less familiar with 
video games and needs to be adjustable to the level of the players. Aside from that, the game 
needs  manifest and intrinsic challenges that allow the player to reach the ‘flow’-status, but need to 
be playable in short sessions of around 45 to 90 minutes per session. When a video game meets 
all these requirements ánd is both fun and educational at the same time, we have found the perfect 
educational tool. But does a video game like this already exists, and if not, is it even possible to 
make one?
To see if there are already any COTS-games available that meet these requirements, I will 
create a lesson plan surrounding two different video games. The first will be around Civilization VI, 
a game that seems like a logical choice when it comes to teaching children about (world) history. 
There are already several studies and examples that use previous installments of the Civilization 
series as an educational tool. The second lesson plan will be created around Ryse: Son of Rome, 
a less logical choice, but none the less very interesting. These lesson plans will be purely 
theoretical, but will hopefully show in what way a video game can be used within the classroom. 
Before we can do this, however, we will take a look at the current state of historical accuracy within 
COTS games. 
 Paraskeva et al., ‘Multiplayer online games as educational tools’, 501, 504.47
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History in video games - the current state 
As of now, there are dozens of video games that were in some way inspired by ancient history. 
Games, and similar digital media, are becoming more and more significant, perhaps even primarily, 
in the way people are exposed to history. It is becoming more common to find individuals whose 
first contact with for example Norse or Greek/Roman mythology was through a video game. This 
makes video games a central point of discussion when looking at how we are to engage and teach 
history in a digital age.  How is history currently being treated by the video game industry?48
During the 2004 Electronic Entertainment Expo (E3) two employees of Gearbox Software, 
Pitchford and Antal, talked about Brothers in Arms: Road to Hill 30, a game that takes place during 
World War II and the Normandy Landings. During a showcase of the game Antal explains that it 
was his job to ensure the game’s authenticity, making the game as accurate as possible. Pitchford 
says it was his goal to make the game ‘fun to play’, suggesting that these two things were at odds 
with one another.  For triple A games, this makes sense. With most games, but especially big 49
budget games, it starts with looking at design and narrative from a functional viewpoint: how can a 
game best entertain a large group of people with the time and resources that are available?  Most 50
gamers will agree that a game with bad gameplay is unplayable, no matter how gorgeous or 
enticing the virtual world itself is. Pitchford’s goal, to make the game ‘fun to play’, is largely 
dependent on gameplay. Because of this, historical accuracy is subsidiary to how the game plays.
 Sun-ha Hong, ‘When Life Mattered: The Politics of the Real in Video Games’ Reappropriation of 48
History, Myth, and Ritual’, Games and Culture 10 (2015) 35-56, there 36.
 Brian Rejack, ‘Toward a Virtual Reenactment of History: Video Games and the Recreation of the 49
Past’, Rethinking History 11/3 (2007) 411-425, there 419.
 Sun-ha Hong, ‘When Life Mattered’, 45.50
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A screenshot from Brothers in Arms: Road to Hill 30.
As with most entertainment businesses, the triple A video game industry will always focus 
on earning money. Large amounts of money are being invested in COTS games to make them 
bigger and better than other games or the previous installment of a series. The in 2013 released 
Grand Theft Auto 5 for example cost roughly $265 million to make. These costs were more than 
worth it: in its first year the game sold around 25 million copies, generating roughly $1.6 billion in 
revenue.  Time is also valuable when it comes to video games. Most triple A games are 51
announced months, sometimes years, in advance. Once the game is shown to the public and 
potential retailers to sell the game, developers need to make sure the game is not forgotten. This 
means they have to release the game within a certain time frame, or at least show new footage 
(often first a trailer, later on a gameplay demonstration). Time is of the essence: a game can not be 
in development for years and years if it is to be a financial success. Either people will have 
forgotten about it, or expectations have been build up so high, it can only disappoint. Because of 
this, one can imagine that historical accuracy is rather low on the priority list with most developers. 
It is nice if they can make a game historically accurate, but in most cases it is not a priority to make 
the game sell.
Sun-Ha Hong is rather negative about history in video games. He says that primarily, video 
games are not focussed on ‘accuracy’, but instead plundering historical elements from certain 
societies, which are then taken apart and reconstructed according to technical, cultural, and 
economical principles that are vital to the game. Mainstream games often have a mixture of 
symbology, technical mechanisms, rules, and aesthetic style that together create an acceptable 
space which the player can manipulate. Hong says games ‘intersect and hybridize certain 
traditional dynamics of play, leisure, and ritual, even as the external conditions of their goals and 
messages are inflected by market imperatives.’52
Dawn Spring mentions the historical accuracy of two games: “While the developers rely 
primarily on secondary source material, Rockstar’s L.A. Noire and Red Dead Redemption utilize 
original primary source research and offer excellent models for translating research into a scholarly 
game.”  L.A. Noire is an crime adventure game from 2011 that is heavily influenced by the film 53
noir movie genre which was popular during the 40’s and 50’s. L.A. Noire takes place in 1947 Los 
Angeles and gives us a fictional story in a historical setting. The game recreates the atmosphere 
and social history of postwar America. It deals with the rise of consumerism, the anxiety of 
veterans from the Second World War, and the fear of communism, in a very realistic way. Because 
these subjects are implemented very subtly, this virtual worlds feels very natural.  The same can 54
 http://gamerant.com/grand-theft-auto-5-development-cost/, consulted on 24-05-2016.51
 Sun-ha Hong, ‘When Life Mattered’, 36-39.52
 Dawn Spring, ‘Gaming history: computer and video games as historical scholarship’, Rethinking 53
History 19:2 (2015) 207-221, there 217-218.
 http://www.playthepast.org/?p=4243, consulted on 17-05-2016.54
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be said about Red Dead Redemption, as mentioned before. These games are a good example of 
how a (fictional) story can be told within a historically accurate digital world.
L.A. Noire takes place in 1947. Red Dead Redemption shows us the 1910s. We have more 
primary and secondary sources for these periods. For L.A. Noire the design team started at the 
Huntington Library where they found scanned Works Progress Administration maps from the 1930s 
to recreate the city of Los Angeles. They were able to use UCLA’s Spence Air Photos collection, 
which is an aerial history of Los Angeles. This way they also managed to determine which were the 
‘hotspots’ of the city: where was the most traffic? How many vehicles were there on a road at a 
certain time? They even managed to figure out the angle of the sun at different times of the day.  55
All this work made the virtual version of Los Angeles feel natural, realistic, and historically accurate. 
Unfortunately, we do not have similar resources for ancient times. We know much, but simply not 
enough to recreate a historically accurate city of Rome on the same level as L.A. Noire’s city of Los 
Angeles. The question now is wether or not that is necessary to create a game fit for educational 
purposes.
When it comes to historical accuracy in video games, the Assassin’s Creed franchise is 
often mentioned. Though the earlier installments are not the examples of accuracy I am looking for, 
later installments such as Assasin’s Creed 4: Black Flag can help us understand what needs to be 
done to make a video game historically accurate. Though the game is placed in a fictional history 
of the 18th century Caribbean, during the Golden Age of Piracy, it is a good illustration of game 
developers and historians working together. Darby McDevitt, the game’s writer, said the following in 
an interview with Polygon: “We went on research trips. We sent people down to the Dominican 
Republic and Costa Rica. And we brought in historians. This was after I had done about four or five 
months of my own research with the team.” The team that worked on Black Flag debated and 
 http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/la-ca-noir-city-20110424-story.html, consulted on 55
17-05-2016.
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A screenshot from L.A. Noire.
argued about clothes, weapons, politics, culture, and even the language used in that area in the 
18th century. They tried to get every detail right to get as close as possible to the authentic 
period.56
There are inaccuracies throughout the game, of course. As the protagonist of the story, 
there are missions in which you sneak upon land and single-handedly take down a dozen armed, 
professional soldiers, often at the same time. This has more to do with the added fantasy of the 
Assassin’s Creed franchise, which is about the battle between the Assassins and the Templars,  57
and less about the raiding skills of pirates in the 18th century. However, Black Flag still is a good 
example of how it can be done. Historian Mike Loades is an expert on the era, and was asked to 
consult on the game. He says that games like Assassin’s Creed go much further than Hollywood 
has ever done to gain this high level of authenticity:  58
“I was so impressed with how much trouble they took, how much detail they went into, 
and how much they really cared and wanted to make it historically authentic. Of course 
it's a fantasy game, but it's anchored in a real world. They've got the bones of that real 
 http://www.polygon.com/2013/7/22/4543968/truth-and-fantasy-in-assassins-creed-4-black-flag, 56
consulted on 22-05-2016.
 Within the Assassin’s Creed franchise, the player controls a man named Desmond, who 57
descended from the Assassins. Through a machine called the Animus, he can live through 
previous lives throughout the ages and learn more about the motives of the Templars. In the series, 
Assassins are highly trained killers and would easily be able to take down a dozen armed and 
trained soldiers on their own.
 http://www.polygon.com/2013/7/22/4543968/truth-and-fantasy-in-assassins-creed-4-black-flag, 58
consulted on 22-05-2016.
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A screenshot from Assassin’s Creed 4: Black Flag.
world right. […] They've built a real, colorful, believable world, and I couldn't applaud 
them more for it, as an historian.“
There are scholars that argue that commercial developers should involve scholars in the 
development of a video game, to improve the accuracy of COTS. This seems unlikely to happen, 
however, because there does not seem to be a clear commercial benefit for the developers 
themselves.  The Assassin’s Creed franchise seems to be an exception, possibly because of how 59
popular the franchise is. By 2014 the Assassin’s Creed franchise sold over 73 million copies,  60
making it not only Ubisoft’s most popular series, but one of the most popular video game 
franchises in general. If compared to the Call of Duty series, a first-person shooter series by Infinity 
Ward, which has currently sold almost 230 million copies  franchise-wide and is the most popular 61
video game franchise right now, Assassin’s Creed has sold an incredible amount of copies. This 
could mean that there are people highly interested in video games with a historical setting. Though 
the Assassin’s Creed series is praised for its gameplay and large open world in which the player 
can roam around freely, the historical setting probably adds to the popularity of the franchise.
Despite this, the Assassin’s Creed games are definitely not without fault. They are often 
viewed as games that could be a model for developing a historical accurate environment. Not just 
locations themselves within the games, but even smaller details such as the architecture, furniture 
or utensils put a player into the historical moment.  Roy van der Schilden, from Wispfire, calls out 62
Assassin’s Creed for this very reason. He explains he was disappointed with Assassin’s Creed, as 
to him it feels like history is a set piece in these games. “[…] it’s basically just something that you 
see, but never really experience because the main character’s story isn’t about anything that is 
related to that history at all.”  These environments often feel like nothing but a stage, a 63
surrounding only made so the main protagonist of the game can play out his or her story. The in-
game environment rarely ever feels like an organic world in which people live their lives. Although 
non-playable characters live their lives as accurate as we know, showing street culture at the 
respective times and how people interacted with one another in a public space,  the main 64
 Jakub Majewski, ‘Cultural Heritage in Role-Playing Video Games’, 4.59
 http://www.gamespot.com/articles/assassin-s-creed-franchise-sold-73-million-copies/60
1100-6419100/, consulted on 22-05-2016.
 http://www.statista.com/statistics/321374/global-all-time-unit-sales-call-of-duty-games/, consulted 61
on 22-05-2016.
 Spring, ‘Gaming history’, 212.62
 Roy van der Schilden at VALUE The Interactive Pasts Conference. You can view the entire talk 63
here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A4orQHjZr54&list=PLKbRwyeu6RQt5rTh-xpt-
IBGNMuKXiX5Q&index=10.
 Spring, ‘Gaming history’, 212.64
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protagonist rarely ever gets to interact with random non-playable characters. Sometimes historical 
people, such as Leonardo da Vinci, are used to embellish the story of the game, but are often 
given a specific role that barely resembles what we know of the person.
Jakub Majewski adds to this: “[…] as an action game, Assassin’s Creed does not empower 
the player to explore its milieus in any great depth.”  The idea behind the franchise is that the 65
main character can climb very nimbly and quickly up walls and over roofs as his or her way of 
transportation. Because of this, players often see nothing but the roofs of the city they play in. The 
few times they do walk between the buildings, they rarely interact with for example shop keepers, 
or go inside a building (most of the time, it is not possible to enter buildings). This adds to the 
‘virtual world as a stage’-argument. When a gamer cannot interact with the world around him, the 
world loses credibility.
Where the Assassin’s Creed games focus on a fictional, thus unhistorical, agent (namely an 
assassin part of a secret fictional order), Call of Duty: World at War focusses on a historical agent, 
namely a soldier participating in the Second World War. However, though a historical agent, the 
treatment of this soldier is fantastical in the sense that he can regenerate health quickly without 
any aid, can wield any weapon he finds and there is a map displayed that is constantly updated 
with information about the enemy.  This is a good example of how important gameplay is to 66
developing companies. Though there are games that allow for perma-death (once you die you lose 
all progress made and have to start a completely new game) and modes that disable the 
regeneration of health, this is rarely the main mode of the game. If a game has similar features, it is 
often introduced as an extra hard difficulty level. Most games will allow for either automatic 
regeneration of health, simple healing items that get the player back on their feet within seconds 
and a map that shows where the next objective is (in some cases the map could also show where 
potential enemies are). In the case of Call of Duty: World at War we have a game that is based on 
realism, is trying to be as realistic as possible, but will add a little fantasy to the mix to make sure 
the gameplay is still considered fun by most gamers.
Despite the franchise’s flaws, Ubisoft is still setting a good example with the Assassin’s 
Creed franchise. Although there are plenty of inaccuracies, and the surrounding world in the games 
feel more like a stage than an actual world to interact with, they are one of the few game 
developing companies to consult historians and this is a very important first step. The problem with 
this first step, however, is that it is done by one of the biggest gaming companies in the world. This 
makes it harder for other, often smaller, developing companies to follow the example. Even other 
big companies are hesitant to follow in Ubisoft’s footsteps. John L. Sherry, for example, had 
personal conversations with both Microsoft and Electronic Arts, currently two of the biggest video 
 Majewski, ‘Cultural Heritage in Role-Playing Video Games’, 4.65
 Jeremiah McCall, ‘Teaching History With Digital Historical Games: An Introduction to the Field 66
and Best Practices’, Simulation & Gaming 47 (2016) 517-542, there 519.
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game developers in the world. Both said they would be interested to invest in educational games, 
but only after someone had proven to them these games would be profitable.  67
 Sherry, ‘Debating How to Learn from Video Games’, 128.67
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Testing COTS games 
So far I have established that for a COTS game to be used as an educational tool, it not only 
needs to be fun, but also engaging, immersive and challenging, to keep the players’ attention. 
Because of this, the games we can choose from are often not completely historically accurate, but 
should at least have a proper narrative in which historical events and choices can be explained and 
understood. Smaller details need to be correct, to add to both the narrative and the educational 
aspect. The next step in this research would be to find out how close we are to this ideal COTS 
game.
There are many games that have been inspired by historical time periods or events. Of 
these games, a large group was inspired by both ancient Rome and Greece, and it is these games 
I will look at. I want to touch a broad spectrum of genres and difficulties, and will therefor use 
games from different genres. Because the game industry is developing so fast, most games won’t 
be older than ten years. Older games often aren’t played anymore by gamers, because a newer 
game in the series is available, or because some games can’t be played on modern computers 
without setting up a complex system.
According to Cason E. Snow, games that would be most suitable to teach history would be 
of the strategy genre. Strategy games can be used as a simulation to examine how military and 
political policies affect nation building. Most games, while set in a historical period, provide little 
accurate historical context. Often the context given is brief, made to fit in an instruction manual, 
and is therefor often inaccurate or lacking. A general exception are strategy games, in which the 
historical context often is an important part to understanding the game, and thus succeeding at it.  68
The experiments and researches we’ve found so far all focussed on strategy games. Especially the 
Civilization series seem the popular choice to experiment with, in classrooms. Because of this, I 
have chosen the newest installation in the Civilization series, Civilization VI, to research first. In 
Civilization VI the player can choose both the Greek and Rome civilization to play with, and both 
have been tried for this research.
A less logical choice would be the action-adventure genre. These games are often high-
paced and violent, which makes them less suitable for classrooms. Being high-paced means that 
gamers don’t have the chance to take a moment and consider what is happening, but instead have 
to make lightning decisions to keep their character from dying. Most ancient history themed action-
adventure games are considered suitable for either 16 or 18 years or older, making them 
unsuitable for classrooms. However, I would still like to take a look at some of these games to see 
how historically accurate they are, and wether they can teach gamers in general about ancient 
history. The game chosen for this is Ryse: Son of Rome. 
 Cason E. Snow, ‘Playing with History: A Look at Video Games, World History and Libraries’, 68
Community & Junior College Libraries 16:2 (2010) 128-135, there 129.
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Civilization VI 
Civilization VI is a turn-based strategy game, released on 21 October, 2016, and developed by 
Firaxis Games. In Civilization VI, the player controls a Civilization, such as the Greek civilization, 
Rome, Arabia, Norway, Kongo or one of the many other civilizations available. For the sake of the 
gameplay, all these civilizations start at the same point in time and develop per turn. Players 
develop their civilization from a small tribe to a large community with multiple cities and villages. 
The final goal is to control most of the planet by either exploring, expanding, spreading religion 
and/or raging war with neighboring civilizations. Players have to make decisions each turn that will 
help develop their civilization in certain ways. One can focus on technological developments to 
create a stronger army, or perhaps focus more on economical developments to earn more money. 
Players can decide to explore and gather resources, or to attack another civilization.  The 69
gameplay of the Civilization games focusses on manipulating a set of variables of different 
countries, such as scientific progress or military pursuit, to replicate certain historical aspects of the 
development of these civilizations. It gives the player an idea of what decisions the leaders of 
these countries faced during different periods in history.  The game can be played alone against 70
an Artificial Intelligence (AI) competitor, or against other human players (often also including AI 
competitors to fill up the map).
The game offers a tutorial level for players new to the game. In this tutorial you can play 
either as Cleopatra, leading the Egyptian civilization, or Gilgamesh, leading the Sumerian 
civilization. Each leader has their own unique abilities, units and infrastructure they can use to win 
the game. For example, only the Egyptians can use the Maryanne Chariot Archer, which is a 
 More about the Civilization series can be found at http://www.civilization.com69
 McCall, ‘Teaching History With Digital Historical Games’, 520.70
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The map in Civilization VI.
military unit that can attack from a distance. Gilgamesh, on the other hand, is allowed to declare 
war on other nations without suffering the warmonger penalties (which can have a dramatic effect 
on relationships with other (AI) players), because of his ‘Adventures of Enkidu’ unique ability.
The tutorial does a decent job of explaining how Civilization VI works, but because of how 
much the game has to offer, it remains quite complicated. Every turn a player has to make 
decisions, which are often just where to move a certain military unit (or if you move them at all). 
Sometimes, however, the game requires the player to make a decision about something that can 
impact the gameplay for many more turns to come. These decisions should not be taken lightly. 
During the tutorial you will receive advice from the game. Some things are made easier and/or 
faster (such as how many turns it takes to train a unit) to make the game move forward a bit more 
rapidly during this tutorial level. If you follow the advice the game gives you, it should be quite easy 
to conquer the civilization you are fighting against and win the tutorial game.
Once the tutorial is finished, the player can continue with the main game and start a new 
game. I decided to start the game as Greece, led by Gorgo. The first thing I noticed was how 
difficult the game is without the advice from the game itself. Before too long both Russia and China 
declared war on me and I was under attack from both sides, while I was still trying to understand 
the gameplay myself. It would take quite a while before I understood most of the aspects of the 
gameplay. Because of this, I feel that the Civilization franchise might not be suited to students of a 
younger age. Even when fully understanding all aspects of Civilization VI, younger children would 
most likely struggle with planning far ahead and making decisions that will not have an impact for 
many turns to come.
When it comes to historical accuracy, Civilization VI might not be a good example. The 
game starts several thousand years B.C., with civilizations that never should’ve been in contact at 
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The interface of Civilization VI gives us a taste of how complicated the game is.
that point on a randomly generated map. The decisions that can be made might allow for a 
civilization to build a rocket to fly to the moon several years B.C., declare war on people that they 
historically never have met or make certain developments that seem ‘out of character’ for a certain 
civilization. However, there are snippets of information that could be very interesting. For example: 
under certain circumstances, a civilization can choose a ‘Great Person’. This can be anyone (when 
playing as Greece, I had the Chinese general Sun Tzu fighting alongside my army), as long as 
certain conditions are met. When asking for more information about this Sun Tzu, the game gave 
me a small pop-up with extra information about the historical figure and his achievements. The 
game offers extra information on all Great Persons, military units, buildings, Natural Wonders,  71
crops and many more subjects. Though this information rarely added anything to the gameplay 
itself, it certainly was educational.
Though historically inaccurate, Civilization VI might still be useful as an example on how to 
make an educational game. As previously discussed, there are certain things a video game need 
before it can be considered a good educational game. The first question I have to answer is wether 
the game is suitable of all kinds of students: the game does have different difficulty settings, 
allowing the student to make the game as easy or hard as they desire without losing too much of 
the content. Civilization VI has eight different difficulty settings. The higher the difficulty, the tougher 
the AI becomes. Of course, this has no effect on any human opponents. Because the difficulty only 
adjusts how tough the artificial opponent is, it loses none of the gameplay and still offers the same 
challenges and choices as on lower difficulty settings.
The next necessity is the option to track and evaluate a play-through by a student. 
Unfortunately, the game offers nothing that can help with this. Of course, there are ways to track a 
play-through anyway, for example by having a student record their entire play session. But this 
would take an advanced (and expensive) computer, and would take up a lot of time because the 
video would show every little thing that happened instead of a quick recap of all the choices made. 
Aside from the tutorial level, the game also has no guidance system or hints system. After the 
tutorial, players are left to their own devices, no matter the difficulty setting.
Another thing I discussed are setting, characters, feedback and affordances. As for setting, 
Civilization VI has little to offer. The game has very little story, aside from other civilizations trying to 
conquer the world just as you are. You generally don’t know how they plan on conquering the world 
or what they are doing each turn (aside from units that happen to be placed near your cities), 
giving you very little feedback. As for characters: the game uses famous names and figures, 
making them easy to recognize, but very two-dimensional. These famous characters also often 
don’t act like their historical counterparts, mostly because they react to other civilizations and to 
 Players can discover certain natural wonders on the map, such as the Dead Sea, Mount 71
Kilimanjaro and Torres Del Paine. When building a city close to these Natural Wonders, the player 
receives certain benefits.
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you, and your choices might be very different from history. You may be playing as Gorgo from 
Greece, but as a player you make your own choices. The character of Gorgo adds little to nothing 
to your gameplay, aside from unique units or abilities.
Feedback and affordances are unique when it comes to city-building games in general, 
including Civilization VI. Because the game is turned-based, you constantly have to react to what 
other civilizations are doing. However, because some actions take multiple turns to complete, you 
have to think ahead as a civilization, or you’ll be overwhelmed by another. The game forces you to 
really try to understand its affordances. It might be complicated at first, but once you understand 
the game, it can certainly build up to that state of ‘flow’. However, as you play the game as 
yourself, and not so much as the historical figure you’re representing, there is very little educational 
about the intrinsic challenges in Civilization VI. The Civilization games actually seem to offer more 
in their manifest challenges, where you have to reach certain goals to win the game.
Because of the difficulty of the game, how much text there is and how long turns can take 
(because you have to make solid decisions), a game like Civilization VI might not be suitable for a 
short lesson here and there. The amount of time it takes to understand the most basic gameplay of 
the game can take up a few hours. When students play Civilization VI during class, one problem 
that can occur would be that every student deals with decision-making in a different way. One 
student might take three minutes and a coin toss to make an important decision, another student 
can take a lot longer. Aside from that, even with a teacher helping, the game can be too 
complicated for some students.
Civilization VI as it is right now would not make a good game to have students play 
individually in class. However, it might still be used in a classroom setting. When looking for a way 
to implement games like this in class, I stumbled upon a project called Democraciv.  During this 72
project, a group of Civilization V players play the game as an actual democracy. Using Reddit and 
Discord as online platforms to communicate, the Democraciv consists of several different Parties, 
such as The National Party, The Global Socialist Initiative Party and the New Horizons Party, that 
govern together. The government itself is divided into three branches (Legislative, Executive and 
Judicial) with each its own multiple positions within it and its own jobs and powers. Players 
interested in joining this project have to register to vote and can join one of the Parties. Before any 
decision is made, there will be a vote amongst those eligible to do so. The project even has its own 
constitution and laws.
Though the Democraciv project might take things a bit too far for in the classroom, this is 
certainly an interesting initiative to think about. A teacher could divide its class into different parties, 
each having rights over a certain subject and having to discuss and vote before making an 
important decision. Being monitored by the teacher, the students would make their own decisions, 
 The Beginner’s Guide to Democraciv can be found at https://www.reddit.com/r/democraciv/wiki/72
beginnersguide.
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perhaps asking for advice from the other parties, discussing possible outcomes and in the 
meantime looking at examples from history. By comparing to what happened in history, students 
can better understand why decisions in history were made. A teacher can link the decision-making 
to real history by telling stories around the game. Playing games like Civilization VI in this way 
makes the game extremely adjustable, and thus suitable for many situations. Not only can the 
game be used with younger students, but it would definitely be interesting for university students. A 
group of university students could come together several times a week for a short period of time to 
continue playing the game and perhaps afterwards write down their experiences and compare 
them to actual historical events. Younger students could discuss with their teacher what their next 
step should be and their teacher could give them advice and examples from history. If there are 
multiple computers and copies of the game available, you could create multiple teams on the same 
map, even varying in different government systems (a democracy and a dictatorship battling 
against each other, for example). The possibilities are endless.
Though Civilization VI might not be suitable for in the classroom to be played by students 
on their own, because of its versatile nature, one can adjust it to their own liking. This way the 
game can provide a platform for a teacher to explain different types of government systems, linking 
things to actual historical events. The game’s difficulty can be adjusted, it has a challenging aspect, 
students will learn to work together not only with their own party but with members of other parties, 
the game can be played in short bursts and the teacher is a fundamental aspect of the experience. 
Because the teacher is so important, it also makes it easier for them to monitor the progress their 
students make. This makes Civilization VI an extremely interesting example to unite video games 
and education.
Ryse: Son of Rome 
When thinking about action games based on ancient Greece or Rome, the first thing that comes to 
mind with most people is the God of War franchise. God of War is a franchise that is directly based 
upon visual and narrative aspects of Greek mythology and ritual. Using these aspects, it creates a 
familiar plot, like the battle between the Olympian Gods and the Titans. When we look at the 
gameplay mechanics of God of War, it shows magical abilities that are loosely based on different 
powers that we would connect to certain Olympian Gods.  However, anyone who has played the 73
God of War games would be reserved about calling the games historically accurate. Still, it can 
provide information about Greek gods, their personalities (how they were described in ancient 
texts) and what kind of powers they could wield or would fit them. However, because the God of 
War franchise shows us barely anything more than the Greek pantheon and is therefor based 
purely on mythology and religion, I will not be using it in this research. Instead, I will take a look at 
a different action game, called Ryse: Son of Rome.
 Sun-ha Hong, ‘When Life Mattered’, 39.73
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Ryse: Son of Rome is a action-adventure game developed by Crytek Frankfurt, released on 
PC in October 2014 (the Xbox One version was released in November 2013, but will not be used 
for this research).  Before the game was released, the developer already made clear that the 74
game takes place in an alternate version of Rome. We can therefor expect there to be inaccuracies 
between the game’s Rome and what we know of ancient Rome. In the game the player controls a 
centurion called Marius Titus, as he becomes a leader of one of the Roman Legions. As the game 
is a hack-and-slash action-adventure game, the player will control Marius as he fights on the 
battlefields himself. Aside from that, there are several sequences where you can order other parts 
of your legion to perform certain actions, like order a group of bowmen to shoot at Barbarian 
enemies.
As soon as the game begins, I notice how inaccurate this ‘alternate Rome’ is. The game 
begins with Emperor Nero, who looks to be at least 60 years of age and bears no resemblance to 
any of the busts or images we have of him. Ignoring that the real Emperor Nero committed suicide 
by ordering a friend to murder him at the age of 30,  this alternate Nero is apparently part of a plot 75
in which he ordered Barbarians to murder the father of the main character, Marius Titus. All this 
intrigue takes place in a setting where I have a nice view on the Colosseum in the background, 
which in reality was build during the Flavian dynasty, years after Nero had died.  This all happens 76
in the first five minutes of the game, and immediately gives us a taste of how inaccurate the Ryse: 
 More about Ryse: Son of Rome can be found at http://www.crytek.com/games/ryse/overview.74
 Stephen Dando-Collins, The Great Fire of Rome. The Fall of the Emperor Nero and his City 75
(Cambridge 2010) 224.
Suetonius, The Twelve Caesars, 6.49.
 F.G. Naerebout & H.W. Singor, De Oudheid. Grieken en Romeinen in de context van de 76
wereldgeschiedenis (Amsterdam 2011) 400.
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A screenshot from Ryse: Son of Rome.
Son of Rome timeline is. A second thing I noticed is how gruesome the game is. Ryse: Son of 
Rome prides itself on the many different ways Marius Titus can defeat an enemy, always ending in 
a very bloody death. Because of this, the game is unsuitable for an audience younger than 18 
years.
It becomes clear that we can learn very little from Ryse: Son of Rome about the actual 
Roman timeline. Neither can we learn much about it’s architecture: in an interview, developers from 
Crytek have said they mixed Roman architecture with Art Deco, to make a ‘less forgettable’ version 
of Rome. They went for a style that would not break with realism, making it a believable version of 
the ancient city.  This should make us very cautious when looking at the architecture in Ryse: Son 77
of Rome. Another thing we should be careful with, is mythology in the game. One of the first 
legends I learned about in the game is the legend of Damocles, but it is very different from the 
story we know about the Sword of Damocles. In Ryse: Son of Rome, Damocles is the leader of a 
Legion, who was betrayed by his soldiers and then murdered. Nemesis, goddess of revenge or 
retribution, was angry of how Damocles was treated by his soldiers, and send him back as the 
Black Centurion, a soldier completely clad in black, to take revenge on those that wronged him. 
Obviously, this story resembles the story of the Sword of Damocles in no way. Interesting enough, 
it can be argued that Nemesis, who appears throughout the game as a woman clad in gold, is 
written more true to her nature as goddess of retribution: she constantly shows up to help Marius 
Titus avenge the death of his father, by giving him advice or tools so he can continue on his 
journey of revenge.
 https://www.reddit.com/r/xboxone/comments/1q5dtf/77
historical_inaccuracies_in_ryse_son_of_rome/, consulted on 08-02-2017.
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Some graffiti found in Ryse: Son of Rome.
It seems Ryse: Son of Rome can offer very little when I consider it as an educational game. 
However, I should also look at the non-historical aspects of it, to see if its genre (hack-and-slash, 
action-adventure) might be suitable for educational purposes. The first thing to consider is how 
easy the game is to play for non-gamers. The game has different difficulty settings, as do most 
action-adventure games. This usually means enemies die faster and do less damage: the 
gameplay often stays the same. Ryse: Son of Rome does have very little variation in its gameplay. 
The gameplay itself is mostly Quick Time Events (QTE’s), in which the player has to press a 
certain button at a certain time. There is very little development, and the player will be pressing the 
same buttons in the same order throughout the game. Because of this, it is hard to reach that state 
of ‘flow’: the intrinsic challenges are about the same throughout the entire game, which can 
become quite dull. There’s very little difficulty in learning the game’s affordances and barely any 
proper feedback: the enemies are easy to predict, which often is expected in hack-and-slash 
action-adventure games. Most games of this genre urge you to learn how enemies behave, so you 
can take the proper action to counter their attacks. However, in Ryse: Son of Rome, these enemy 
actions are very limited and end up being very boring as well. Performing the same QTE’s 
throughout the game can even be troublesome for some. In Ryse: Son of Rome, during these 
QTE’s, the button doesn’t show up on screen, but the enemy will glow a certain color (for example: 
an enemy glows blue, letting the player know they have to press the blue X button on the 
controller). From experiences I found online, this seems to be a bit of an issue for people who are 
colorblind: they often can not see the difference between the yellow and green glow, and there is 
no option to show the corresponding letters of the buttons on screen. 
The only challenge the game adds is giving the player more enemies to defeat at the same 
time, which often results in a more frustrating experience, rather than challenging. The game tries 
to expand the battles by sometimes giving the player the option to control other non-playable 
characters, but this is barely more than pressing a button to give a group of archers permission to 
shoot. The game is extremely linear, depending on the story to keep things interesting. Being 
linear, though, could be beneficial in the classroom, as players can’t get confused about what the 
next step would be. However, this also means there are very little affordances, which is one of the 
crucial points Dickey (2005) mentions as important to educational games. The game does have a 
very good tutorial, slowly teaching how the game works. However, it still requires players to make 
fast decisions, which might not be suitable for people who have little experience with video games.
Ryse: Son of Rome is a good example as to why hack-and-slash/action-adventure video 
games are rarely used in the classroom. Most hack-and-slash video games are violent, making it 
very unsuitable for younger students. Action-adventure video games often heavily depend on an 
embellishment of actual history in order to be interesting, or so developers believe. Aspects of 
ancient history are often exaggerated because developers believe ‘the bigger, the better’. Action-
adventure games often have beautiful visuals, 3D worlds and immense details in the way 
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characters and buildings are designed. Often these types of games put more work into looking 
beautiful, than into gameplay or a decent story. Because of this, developers might consider actual 
Roman (or any other type) of history to be ‘too boring’. By embellishing everything, they might 
believe gamers are more quickly to buy a video game. This is a huge difference with strategy 
games like Civilization VI, where the gameplay is the most important aspect of a game, and 
graphics are less important.
Unfortunately, I was unable to create a proper history lesson around Ryse: Son of Rome. 
But the experience was very interesting nonetheless. Together with games like the God of War 
series, Ryse: Son of Rome is a good example of how action-adventure and hack-and-slash video 
games are often too violent and fantastical to be properly used in an educational setting. My 
experiences with Ryse: Son of Rome supports that strategy games like Civilization VI are more 
suitable for educational experiences in the classroom.
Similar games  
Most video games fall into certain genres. Because of this, it is easy for us to consider which 
games other than Civilization and Ryse: Son of Rome could or could not be interesting for 
educational purposes. The following games are based on either ancient Roman or ancient Greek 
culture. They have been tested, but will be discussed in less detail than Civilization and Ryse: Son 
of Rome, because they fall into similar genres and are therefor comparable to the previous 
mentioned games.
Total War: Rome II 
The first Total War game released in 2000, called Shogun: Total War. The series is created by 
Creative Assembly, and has essentially been the same since the very first game. Like in 
Civilization, the player has to manage an empire or state, building diplomatic relationships, 
construct buildings, and so on. The Total War games are both turn-based strategy games, as well 
as resource management games and real-time strategy games.  When a battle takes place, the 78
gameplay switches from turn-based strategy to that of a real-time strategy game, in which the 
gamer takes on the role of the general of an army. This way the user experiences both the 
managing aspect of a society, as well as the political and military sides.79
Total War has touched many subjects, from Medieval Times, to the Napoleonic Wars, from 
Attila the Hun, to the Industrial Revolution. They also released two games based on ancient Rome: 
Rome: Total War and Total War: Rome II. For this research I played Total War: Rome II. Like in 
Civilization, the player can develop different aspects of their empire such as technology, 
 More on the Total War series can be found at http://www.totalwar.com, consulted on 21-02-2017.78
 McCall, ‘Teaching History With Digital Historical Games’, 520.79
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economics/trade or the military. There are differences to the Civilization games as well: sabotage 
and assassinations seem to be a part of Total War: Rome II as well. Right at the beginning of the 
campaign, I had the option to assassinate the leader of a nearby Etruscan League. The game even 
gave me several options, such as poisoning or soliciting a traitor to do the dirty work for me. 
Another option was to sabotage the entire League by for example poisoning the provisions or 
inciting unrest. Obviously, these actions will have dire consequences for the rest of the campaign, 
and perhaps add a little bit more excitement to it, than Civilization would have had.
So far the gameplay of Total War: Rome II is very similar to Civilization and can be used in 
the classroom in a similar way. The one difference is the moment the game turns into a real-time 
strategy game. If the player decides to attack another faction, or has to defend itself, the game 
switches to real-time strategy. The battles in the Total War series are a bit of a hindrance to using 
the games in the classroom in the same way as Civilization. The real-time strategy battles are less 
easy to discuss and talk about in a classroom, because time is ticking away and too much idling 
might result in a loss. However, the game also has an ‘autoresolver’ with two options: if the player 
dislikes battling, he can choose to let the game resolve the battles on its own. The game will give 
you a predicted outcome (such as Win Chance: Very High), based on your leader’s experience 
level compared to the opposing leader’s. You can choose between ‘aggressive stance’ and 
‘balanced stance’. In this case, the aggressive stance has more rewards if the outcome is positive, 
but a less higher chance of succeeding. By using the autoresolver, a classroom can take their time 
to discuss and vote on which way they are going to enter battle, adding to the democratic 
experience.
Total War: Rome II allows you to change difficulty level, offering three different levels. 
These levels mostly effect the difficulty of the battles. Auto-solver battles are harder the higher the 
difficulty level. The campaign itself changes very little, which forces the player to really think about 
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Grand battles in Total War: Rome II.
decisions made during the campaign, in order to defeat the enemy in these harder battles. Total 
War: Rome II also has no option to track and evaluate a play-through, aside from recording the 
entire session as mentioned before. Neither has the game any form of guidance or hint system, 
aside from a quick tutorial, leaving the player to figure out everything on their own.
When it comes to setting and characters, the first Rome: Total War game received some 
negative feedback from fans about how liberal the game was with historical accuracy. This actually 
led to a series of mods  created by fans, amongst them a mod called Europa Barbarorum, trying 80
to make a more realistic version of not just the Barbarian factions, but all factions within Rome: 
Total War.  When it comes to Total War: Rome II, Al Bickham, communications manager at 81
Creative Assembly, mentioned the team aimed more for authenticity, than for accuracy:
“Authenticity is probably a better word than accuracy, and that’s what we aim for.” […] 
So much of the study of history is focused on cataloguing the mundane minutiae from 
the lives of now long-dead folk, and these countless little facts don’t necessarily 
translate very well to a medium more interested in entertainment. Worse, they could 
bog a title down in needless detail. “Fun wins out over strict, dogmatic adherence to the 
history books.”82
Like with Ryse: Son of Rome, the creators of the game tried to make a game that feels authentic: 
everything someone would expect from a game about ancient Rome is still there, some things 
were just changed around or embellished a little to create this less forgettable version. Though 
inaccurate, this version of Rome might actually keep some people more interested in the game, or 
so the designers believe.
Like with Civilization VI, it takes a while to understand all the affordances of the game. Total 
War games have a lot to offer, a lot of options and choices a player can make, which makes it 
complicated but also realistic. The feedback during the campaign can be delayed, as certain 
choices take a number of turns to complete. During the battles, however, feedback is immediately 
given, which forces the player to quickly make decisions about how to continue. Because of these 
differences between gameplay, it might be more difficult to fully understand and utilize all the 
affordances, in contrast to Civilization VI. This might also make it harder to enter that state of ‘flow’.
 Mods are user-created expansions or changes to a video game. I will discuss mods in a later 80
chapter.
 More about Europa Barbarorum can be found at http://www.europabarbarorum.com/EB1/, 81
consulted on 23-05-2017.
 https://www.pcgamesn.com/totalwar/placing-authenticity-over-accuracy-total-war-rome-ii, 82
consulted on 23-05-2017.
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Total War: Rome II has a similar gameplay to the Civilization games and seems a good 
game to use as an educational tool. Like discussed previously with Civilization VI, Total War: Rome 
II can be played as an democracy, in both short bursts of time or over a longer period. By dividing 
the classroom in different groups and give them different function, the class can discuss and vote 
on choices to make, all the while being guided by a teacher. Total War: Rome II does have less 
options and functions than Civilization VI has, and might therefor be a bit easier and thus a good 
game to start with.
Apotheon 
Apotheon is an action role-playing platformer game, released in 2015 for PC and PlayStation 4, 
developed by Alientrap. The visuals of the game were inspired by ancient Greek pottery, 
specifically the black-figure pottery style. Like Ryse: Son of Rome, the game plays like an action-
adventure.  As soon as the game starts, it becomes clear that the game has a fantastical version 83
of ancient Greece. You play as Nikandreos, a young Greek warrior who has to fight the Olympian 
Gods, after Zeus decided no gods are allowed to give the people of Greece any more favors (and 
thus depriving them of food, animals and daylight). The only divine being helping Nikandreos is 
Hera, who is sick of Zeus’ constant affairs and wants revenge. This encounter begins a quest in 
which Nikandreos, a mere mortal, is to slay all the Olympian Gods and use their powers as his own 
to grow stronger.
The story itself is based on no ancient Greek myth. There are no stories of a mortal soldier 
murdering all the Olympian Gods to save the Greek people, but it does make for an exciting 
journey. Many video games use the trope of a ‘lesser being’ fighting, and conquering, enemies that 
 More about Apotheon can be found on http://www.apotheongame.com, consulted on 83
21-02-2017.
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Beautiful surroundings in Apotheon.
should be more powerful. The gods themselves are what you would expect: Poseidon is wielding a 
trident while making it storm on sea, Aphrodite is beautiful, flirtatious and accompanied by Eros, 
and Zeus throws around thunderbolts. About everything we can expect from the Greek pantheon in 
modern media. The game also uses fragments of ancient texts, such as Homer’s Odyssee and the 
Illiad, and Hesiod’s Theogony. These fragments give a short description of the god or goddess you 
are about to encounter, and give a bit of weight to how close to the source material Alientrap has 
tried to stay.
Apotheon offers different levels of difficulty, making it easier to adjust to a player’s wishes. 
However, even on the lowest difficulty level, the game is quite challenging. On higher difficulty 
levels, enemies are stronger and take longer to kill, forcing the player to learn their patterns and 
react to that. Like any other action-adventure game, the game gives instant feedback but in 
contrast to Ryse: Son of Rome, the gameplay and affordances of the game constantly evolve to 
make the game more challenging the further you progress. The game also has no guidance 
system, except for a short tutorial at the beginning that explains how to walk, fight and craft. You 
have to learn most of the gameplay yourself. 
Apotheon has no intrinsic challenges that are of interest to us. The game tells us nothing 
about ancient history, and the manifest challenges all come down to the same thing: to kill the next 
big enemy. The setting and characters are beautiful, but mostly fantasy. The most recognizable 
about the game are the Greek gods, which remind us a lot of how they have been described in the 
past. The short passages from the work of Homer and Hesiod add a little to the authentic feel of 
this. The game can definitely be played in short bursts or over a longer period of time, and can only 
be played individually. It will be very difficult, however, to link it to any classroom material.
Just like in Ryse: Son of Rome, the world of Apotheon is an imaginary one. Though visually 
gorgeous, the game gives us little to no information about ancient Greek society, fashion, social 
hierarchy or politics, to name a few examples. Also like Ryse: Son of Rome, the game is unsuitable 
for a younger audience. Though the graphics are far from realistic, the game is rather bloody and 
the gameplay itself is very challenging, making it difficult for people with no experience with video 
games. As an educational tool, Apotheon has very little to offer.
The Results 
I can conclude that most COTS-games are too inaccurate historically to be used as a tool to learn 
about small details in ancient civilizations. Developers either create an embellished version of the 
ancient world to make a game more interesting to the masses, or give you so much freedom that 
anything can happen. This doesn’t mean that these games can’t be used as an educational tool. A 
game like Civilization VI can be used to teach about for example democracy, or capitalism. It can 
teach about models, theories and structures within a civilization, which can then be applied to the 
ancient world by a teacher. A teacher can use video games to answer questions about how political 
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power works, how a democracy functions or how an economy develops. When approaching video 
games like this, a game doesn’t necessarily need to be historically accurate.
But are video games suitable to be used in a classroom like this? Not on their own. Though 
video games can definitely add to a classroom curriculum, it would not be enough to focus solely 
on them. For starters, as mentioned above, a teacher would need to mix video games with a 
lecture to apply aspects from a video game to the ancient world. Smaller details can’t be explained 
by COTS video games as they are now, and will need to be accompanied by for example a 
textbook, a visit to a museum, or documentaries. On top of that, the teacher can’t monitor how a 
student is progressing when they are playing the game on their own. A curriculum needs to be as 
broad and diverse as possible to cater to all kinds of students. One way of doing this is alternating 
between different educational tools, making it fun for everyone.
Strategy versus action-adventure 
Video games based on (ancient) history will always remain interesting to developers and 
publishers. Not only are there plenty of games inspired by history already released, there are more 
coming up. Games like the upcoming new God of War, which this time takes its inspiration from 
Norse Mythology, and the newly released For Honor, which combines several historical era’s 
together, prove this. However, there is always an added element of imagination, especially when it 
comes to action-adventure games. Sometimes these games show the player exactly what they can 
expect: the very first trailer of For Honor already showed us a samurai, viking and medieval knight 
fighting against one another on a battlefield. There was no illusion as to how historically correct this 
game would be. Other times, the game is more mysterious about exactly how fantastical it is going 
to be. With Ryse: Son of Rome, the developers stated in an interview that they created their own 
version of Rome. But the average gamer probably never read this interview, and went into the 
game unsure what to expect from its historical accuracy.
In some cases, a fabricated version of Rome or Greece adds to the allure of the game. 
With Apotheon the player already has a quest that derives from no Greek story or myth. The 
gameplay (role-playing platformer) actually demands a more simplified version of a Greek city, and 
the visuals Alientrap chose cater to this demand. With Ryse: Son of Rome, however, there was no 
need to come up with an alternate version of Rome. The developers could have easily taken any 
period in time to tell their story in. They may not have been able to use known names such as Nero 
or Boudica, but this could have been solved by making up fictional characters to fill the same roles. 
The story might not have been historically accurate, but the surroundings would have been. Then 
why didn’t developer Crytek do so? Possibly because bringing in historians to help with the game 
would have been too expensive. Perhaps historians would have limited the options the developers 
had, or Crytek simply didn’t care about how accurate their game would be. And this seems to be 
the case more often with video games. Why make a game historically accurate, when you can earn 
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just as much money, perhaps even more, with a made-up version of ancient Rome or Greece, but 
without the hassle of consulting historians?
It seems obvious why action-adventure games are rarely used in classrooms. They are 
either too bloody, to historically incorrect, or too difficult. Strategy games such as Civilization and 
Total War seem a more obvious choice, but would have to be used in a very specific way. Playing 
the game as it is intended brings with it a few issues. First of all is that strategy games, especially 
games like Total War, are often focussed on the military aspects of a society, sometimes extending 
that to politics. These games tell us very little about the daily lives of the common people, about the 
market (outside of economical needs for the army), religion or education. The little information 
about these subjects we do get are often short tidbits that are optional to read and have no added 
value to the game and its gameplay.
Secondly, these games often have quite complicated gameplay, making it difficult and time-
consuming to introduce them to a younger audience, especially if time is limited like it would be in a 
classroom. There are a lot of menus to go through and rules the player needs to take into account, 
which could make it difficult for younger children to grasp. Although didactically a game like 
Civilization would be suitable, the game might be too complicated for children below the age of 15, 
especially for students that have less affinity with video games. Students might also lose their 
interest in the game once they realize how difficult some aspects of the gameplay are.  Playing the 
game as a democracy, with a teacher to guide the process, seems like the most promising way to 
introduce strategy games into the classroom. Aside from that, a game like Civilization VI is slow-
paced. No quick decisions need to be made, which allows a teacher and his students to think 
about what options they have. It can tell a story in a different way than an action-adventure game. 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Using inaccurate video games 
So far it seems that making video games historically accurate might be a problem. Following 
history and at the same time making the mechanics of a video game fun seem to be two different 
jobs that clash with one another. One solution I briefly touched before is to focus more on narrative, 
than on actual facts. Squire, DeVane, and Durga (2008)  showed us that focussing on smaller 84
details instead of the big picture interested students more in social studies, and motivated them to 
read more books and watch more documents.
To start with, perhaps not every game has to take place in a country or place that actually 
exists. There are video games that can help us understand a certain political system, or the moral 
views of certain groups of people within a certain timeframe. Take for example the game Red Dead 
Redemption, a 2010 game by Rockstar Games in which the player controls a former outlaw in a 
fictionalized version of the Western United States and Mexico during the 1910s.  The game even 85
considers the decline of the American Frontier of 1911, but still takes place in a fictional version of 
the Wild West. It is possible this is done as a safeguard: in a fictional world, any inaccuracies can 
be left unexplained. Regardless, the game can add to actual history: the player can experience the 
hardships of being a former outlaw in the Western United States of the 1900s, the moral standards 
of the people during that time and the effect the decline of the American Frontier had on civilization.
 Squire et al., ‘Designing centers of expertise for academic learning through video games’ 84
240-251, there 243.
 More about Red Dead Redemption can be found at http://http://www.rockstargames.com/85
reddeadredemption.
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A screenshot from Red Dead Redemption.
Another such game is the recently released game Herald: An Interactive Period Drama, a 
game by developer Wispfire.  Herald is a 19th century period drama about colonialism. During a 86
presentation at the VALUE Interactive Pasts Conference held in Leiden on April 4, 2016, Roy van 
der Schilden (lead writer at Wispfire) talked about respectfully using historical events in video 
games:
“It’s not as much about the actual, factual details for me, it’s more about how the people 
see their past and how they reflect on their ancestors, basically. […] And the most 
important thing about the story that we want to tell in Herald is […] how your cultural 
values and the history of your cultural values shapes the life that you are living today 
[…].”
Despite Herald taking place in a fictional world called The Protectorate, the game can teach us 
about colonialism in its own unique way. The story Wispfire tries to tell is about the people, not 
about the politics that most history books are about:
“We took a moment […] in history during the 17th century, after the first Dutch-Anglo 
war, when the English won and made an offer to the Dutch to join the Commonwealth 
[…]. [This] became our starting point for our alternate history. […] the game feels very 
much like a world of colonialism with our modern-day values of democracy […].”
In Herald colonialism still exists in the 19th century, and it tries to explore the morals and values of 
colonialism in this way. So although the game should not be consulted when it comes to historical 
facts, it can teach us about the way colonialism works and how our current values and ideas of 
democracy relate to it. If one would play this game alongside of learning about colonialism in the 
17th century, the factual history might make a much larger impact due to the gamer/student being 
more involved with the people that lived during a time of colonialism.
A third game I would like to discuss is Submerged.  This 2015 third-person combat-free 87
game by Uppercut Games is unique in the sense that it tells a story with the very minimum of 
words. The only words that are used in-game are short sentences to tell the gamer what the next 
objective in the game is (“I should get Taku something to drink”). The story of the protagonist is 
being told with simple drawings that you collect by progressing the game. The second story, that of 
the virtual world and how a metropolitan city got to be flooded and how the rest of the humans 
disappeared, are being told by collecting collectibles in the form of the simple drawings. 
Submerged encourages the gamer to explore an abandoned world and learning more about its 
 More about Herald: An Interactive Period Drama can be found at http://www.heraldgame.com.86
 More about Submerged can be found at http://www.uppercut-games.com/submerged/.87
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history, without ever falling back on typical video game traits such as combat and violence. The 
way in which this game is narrative could be used to teach students and gamers alike about a 
range of subjects, from the effects of global warming to mythological stories from ancient Greece.
Games like Red Dead Redemption, Herald: An Interactive Period Drama and Submerged 
can help us understand aspects of history better, without ever discussing actual history 
themselves. Using these games, or similar games, next to regular classes about subjects 
corresponding with the games, can help students empathize with history to better understand and 
remember. However, none of these games can be used without reservations. Red Dead 
Redemption is a violent game with mentions of sex, drugs, gambling and foul language. The game 
has an M for Mature rating in the United States and an 18+ rating in Europe and the United 
Kingdom. Red Dead Redemption might therefor not be suitable for every age, and especially not 
for students or young children. However, the game can help older gamers understand more about 
the Western United States and Mexico during the 1910s.
Herald takes place in an alternate 19th century. Although there are clear similarities 
between the world inside this game and the colonial period of our time, the different names and 
political systems might confuse students. Submerged is more of an example than a game to be 
used within the classroom. The game takes place in a fantasy world, and the effects of global 
warming in the game are purely hypothetical, but the way the story is told is definitely something to 
look into if one were to create their own (educational) video game about history. 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Add-ons and extras 
There are different ways for games to add an educational aspect to their experience aside from the 
actual game itself. Older games often had extra information in their physical instruction manuals. 
Over the past few years game developers have often chosen not to add a physical instruction 
manual to their games to save costs. Games now sometimes offer an in-game instruction manual, 
but often the ‘extra information’ is taken out, leaving the player with an explanation on the controls 
and health warnings about the game. A good example of an added educational aspect are ‘extras’. 
Extras can take many shapes and forms, of which two types are most common. First there are 
extras that are accessible from the main menu of the game. If you want to view these extras, in a 
lot of cases you have to leave the game. This detaches the extras, and the information these give, 
from the game itself. When reentering the game, however, the level of engagement is heightened 
because of the extra information the player received from these extras, according to Brian 
Rejack.88
A better way to offer extras would be through collectibles in the game itself. A good example 
is the in 2014 released puzzle adventure game Valiant Hearts: The Great War. Valiant Hearts takes 
place during the First World War, in which the player controls four different characters 
consecutively, each with their own story to tell. The story of the world and people around them, 
however, is told through the collecting of certain items. These collectibles take the shape of 
historical items, such as a german helmet, french coins or a framed photo. These collectibles 
unlock extra, historically correct, information about the First World War, often specified to the area 
 Rejack, ‘Toward a Virtual Reenactment of History’, 419.88
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A screenshot from Valiant Hearts: The Great War.
the player is at that point in the game.  This way the gamer is not only motivated to play the game, 89
but also to unlock all collectibles and in that way perhaps learn a bit more about history. This 
seems to be a preferred way for game developers to add extra information about the in-game 
world to their game: collectibles are also tempting to gamers who have no interest in history, but 
are mostly focused on completing a game for the gameplay aspect of it.
Another interesting aspect of video games that separates them from other sources and can 
be used to add an educational facet to video games, are so-called mods. Mods is short for 
‘modifications’, which are user-made edits for video games. Previously only available to PC games, 
mods are now more and more coming to games on consoles such as the Playstation 4 and the 
Xbox One. Traditionally mods are free, made by fans of the game, and range from small bug-fixes 
to complete overhauls of a game to offer the player a new experience.  This means that video 90
games can be altered and give a completely different experience than the one the game 
developers initially intended. In theory, this allows users to create mods that can make a game 
more historically accurate.
Mods are often used for smaller changes. One example is a mod called ‘He 112 variants 
with Historically accurate Swastikas’  for the massively multiplayer online combat game War 91
Thunder. The game takes place during World War II and allows the player to fly in different 
airplanes that were used during the Second World War. The creator of the mod, Moxfuel, could not 
find a skin (a way to make the plane you are flying to look slightly different, with different colors or 
paint jobs. Skins do not influence the gameplay in any way) for the He 112 line of fighting jets with 
the german Swastika on it. Because of this, he created it himself, claiming he did it for historic 
purposes only, to make the game more historically accurate.
A third way for developers to add an educational aspect to their video games is through the 
use of DLC, or Downloadable Content. DLC is a way for a developing company to expand a game 
beyond its original version. It can range from aesthetic outfit changes to new additional chapters to 
the story. Though similar to an expansion pack, which are usually bigger and more comprehensive 
than DLC, its different in the way that it can give the player a wide variety of new objects, outfits, 
game modes, challenges, levels, or other features.
A good example of DLC that tries to make a game more historically accurate, is the Women 
in History DLC for the video game Europa Universalis IV. The Europa Universalis series spans 
centuries of European history, but has always focussed more on important and famous men from 
history, and almost completely ignores their female counterparts. Paradox Development Studio, the 
 More about Valiant Hearts: The Great War can be found at https://www.ubisoft.com/en-GB/89
game/valiant-hearts/.
 http://thecreatorsproject.vice.com/blog/the-top-10-game-mods-of-all-time, consulted on 90
02-07-2016.
 This Mod can be found at http://www.nexusmods.com/warthunder/mods/191/?.91
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developer of the series, eventually released a free DLC pack which added 100 famous women to 
the game, who show themselves during certain events and can be interacted with. It also added 
the possibility of female advisors to appear at the players’ court in place of their male equals.92
Expansions are similar to DLC packs, but often quite bigger. Expansion packs, however, 
add to the already existing story, sometimes elongating the storyline or adding new characters or 
teams to play with. Though there are very few examples of expansions being used to make a 
game more historically accurate, it can definitely add to the experience of ‘reliving history’ in other 
ways. With an expansion for Europa Universalis IV, for example, the player can include a map-
generating system to their game. This map-generating system will randomly generate the map as 
the player is continuing to explore. Though the maps are inaccurate, it does give the player the 
feeling of venturing into a new and unknown world, much like the experience European settlers 
had when they first ventured into the New World.93
Even when a game is far from historically accurate upon release, there are different ways to 
either make a game more accurate or make it possible for a game to still contribute to the 
experience of ‘reliving history’. These add-ons and extras are far from perfect, of course, as they 
often require the player to either add to an already existing game by mods, DLC, or expansions 
(sometimes having to pay money for DLC or expansions) or want the player to go out of their way 
to collect items he or she might not be interested in. Still, for the ‘completionists’  amongst us, 94
these extras might be alluring. 
 http://kotaku.com/pc-game-adds-women-in-history-dlc-1690201027, consulted on 15-07-2016.92
 Spring, ‘Gaming history’, 211.93
 Term often used within the video game business. It indicates someone who wants to complete a 94
video game 100%, including collectibles, DLC packs, expansions, and often defeating the game on 
all difficulty levels.
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Other genres 
Though strategy games are a good genre to bring historically accurate video games to gamers, it is 
only one genre and there are many people who have little interest in it. When I consider other 
genres we have discussed, such as ‘hack-and-slash’ and ‘action-adventure’, I can conclude that 
games considered to be these genres that are currently on the market are mostly unfit to be 
educational tools. But what other genres could we consider for COTS games to bring history to 
gamers, not just students?
Three types of video game I would like to point out are visual novels, point-and-click 
adventure games and (episodic) interactive drama graphic adventures. These three genres lie very 
close to each other, but have some distinct differences. Point-and-click adventures are games in 
which the gamer does not control the main protagonist of the game directly. Instead, he clicks on a 
specific place on the screen where they want the main character to go. Because the genre 
originated on the computer, and users would point their mouse and click to confirm the spot, the 
genre was called point-and-click. In this type of game, the gamer often has to solve puzzles by 
collecting different items or information from different places and combining these to solve a 
puzzle. These games focus mainly on the puzzles, which are often quite difficult and time-
consuming, and less so on narrative. Some famous examples of the point-and-click adventure 
game genre are the Monkey Island games or, more recently, Broken Age.
Point-and-click adventure games are specifically interesting for games telling mythological 
stories. Because the games are often about puzzle solving by collecting and combining items and 
information, one could easily imagine a game that tells the story of the Odyssee, trying to replicate 
Odysseus’ solutions to escaping the cave of the Cyclops or have Circe return his men to their 
former selves after she turned them into swine.  Point-and-click adventure games are often filled 95
with humor, having the protagonist find silly and fun ways to solve a problem. This would give a 
humorous layer to the mythological stories that are being told, possibly making it more attractive to 
people of all kinds of ages.
Secondly, there are visual novels. Visual novels are said to descent from point-and-click 
adventure games. The first visual novel, called The Portopia Serial Murder Case, was inspired by 
early American adventure games. The game was created to introduce American audiences to the 
concept of visual novel and the first visual novels were very much like point-and-click adventure 
games. However, what differentiated  them from other genres was the narrative. Visual novels are 
known for having a strong narrative that connects all the puzzles the player encounters in the 
game, making the story a part of the puzzles so that the player can solve them when logically 
thinking about previous events within the narrative. Because of this, the games often contain a lot 
of text. Players have to talk to different characters, which add little tidbits of (seemingly useless) 
information to their texts, to add flavor to the world and its inhabitants. Eventually, most visual 
 Homer, The Odyssee, Book 9-10.95
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novels would move away from the puzzles and focus mostly on narrative. The player would still 
have to talk to different characters, perhaps to solve a narrative-wide mystery, often having multiple 
different replies to choose from when a character asks the player something. Visual novels also 
often have different kinds of endings, ranging from good to neutral to bad, which makes it 
interesting to replay the game multiple times to get different endings.96
Although visual novels are very text-based, it is still a very interesting genre to use to bring 
historically accurate stories about ancient history to gamers. Very different stories could be told, 
from military to political stories, from mythological stories to a story based on a regular Roman 
citizen or perhaps a slave. Wrong answers or choices could result in an example of what would 
happen to a soldier/politician/citizen/slave if he or she were to break the law or disobey someone 
above them in rank. Especially the tendency visual novels have to add little tidbits of information 
about everyday life could give a little insight on how people lived in ancient Rome or Greece.
The third genre I would like to discuss are interactive drama graphic adventures. This genre 
is fairly new and was mostly created by one company called TellTale Games. It’s a combination 
between visual novel and point-and-click games. These interactive drama graphic adventures often 
focus on a good story with strong characters. As the player you sometimes get to move your 
character around to talk to other characters or examine items, and often have to make use of items 
or other characters to progress further into the game. Throughout the game, the player is 
presented with (often very tough) choices to make, and usually a couple of set options to choose 
from. A good example for this is TellTale’s The Walking Dead,  based on the comics and TV-show 97
of the same name. In this game you play as Lee, a person trying to survive in a post-apocalyptic 
world, while somehow taking care of a young girl he found abandoned in her house. During the 
game, the player has to make many tough choices, that sometimes even result in the death of 
another character. Because interactive drama graphic adventures focus so much on narrative, this 
too could be a very interesting genre to bring historically accurate video games to individuals. 
Despite the choices the player has to make, the games are fairly linear and the gameplay is 
extremely easy. 
All three of the aforementioned genres focus heavily on narrative and a slow-pace to bring 
a complete experience. Games like these often don’t have multiple difficulty settings, but often 
don’t need more than one difficulty anyway. The gameplay is easy enough to understand and 
master  for anyone. Tracking and evaluating choices made by students can easily be implemented: 
TellTale already has a similar function implemented. At the end of each chapter, TellTale tells you 
which of the choices during ‘big choice moments’ were made by other people that played the 
 https://medium.com/mammon-machine-zeal/a-brief-history-of-visual-96
novels-641a2e6b1acb#.xscw4lz81, consulted on 13-07-2016.
 More about TellTale’s The Walking Dead can be found at https://telltale.com/series/the-walking-97
dead/, consulted on 23-05-2017.
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game. A classroom version of this could easily be made. A guidance or hint system can be added 
without problem as well.
The setting and characters of games that fall within these three genres are often its 
strongpoints. Because the gameplay is so easy (and often repetitive), developers need a different 
thing to get its players interested. This often results in a very good narrative and relatable 
characters with plenty of character development. Feedback often comes immediately after taking 
an action, though some choices might take a while before you see the consequences fully. 
Because all three genres are focussed so heavily on narrative, they can be used well for 
educational video games in general. But video game developments might soon take a step even 
further.
Technology, and video games, are always developing and becoming better. One 
development that could be very interesting to this research is those considering DIS. Digital 
Interactive Storytelling (DIS) means structuring an interactive experience alongside the 
development of a pre-authored plot. It mixes storytelling, elements of game technology, and user 
interactions to allow users to interact with the storyteller and the characters from within the story 
itself, in real-time. By combining storytelling with the interactiveness of video games, one can 
create an environment that can motivate and compel, making the process of playing the game 
more dynamic.  An example of a video game similar to this experience would be the Mass Effect 98
series. In this science fiction game series, consisting currently of four games, you create your own 
character and can choose his or her background based on several different stories, which can 
effect the conversations you have in-game. As you proceed throughout the story, you can interact 
with different characters, make choices that will effect the world around you and even experience 
different endings of the story you are following.  If we were to implement something similar to 99
historical games, we could explore uncharted paths and look at hypothetical developments within a 
certain era. This allows students to understand why certain developments happened in the first 
place. As technology gets better, a game with Digital Interactive Storytelling could be expanded 
and become more and more accurate. 
 Quilian Song, Ling He & Xiaoqiang Hu, ‘To Improve the Interactivity of the History Educational 98
Games with Digital Interactive Storytelling’, Physics Procedia 33 (2012) 1798-1802, there 1799.
 It must be noted that because of technical limitations, these endings rarely differ very much from 99
each other and often consist of only a different cutscene. However, it does give the player a feeling 
of accomplishment if he or she manages to get the ending they had preferred, or even motivate 
them to replay the game to get a different ending from their first play-through.
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Funding 
Based on the information I have, money seems a recurring problem when it comes to make 
academically approved COTS games. Big companies are, logically, focussed on making a profit. 
This makes it difficult to care about how accurate a video game is to history, as gameplay and 
graphics are generally what makes a video game profitable. When making a game, developers will 
put their money to these aspects of the game, and less so to hiring historians to work on historical 
accuracy. How, then, are we to make COTS games more historical accurate?
One answer would be crowdfunding. Websites like indigogo.com and kickstarter.com offer 
a platform to anyone with an idea in their head that they wish to make reality. From smart watches 
to art books and from movies to video games, everyone with a solid idea and a sales-pitch can 
create a Kickstarter page to collect money for their project. Video games especially have been 
thriving on these websites, often giving indie developers with no money of their own a chance to 
release a game completely to their design and liking. There are no publishers with specific 
demands to attract more gamers. These games are already paid for before they are finished, as 
the whole idea of Kickstarter and Indigogo rests on the principle that a certain amount of money 
(often the exact amount that is needed to complete the game) needs to be collected, or the project 
is failed.
A good example of one such game is the hand-drawn action-exploration game Jotun,  100
which is set in Norse Mythology. Although the initial premise of the game is faulty at its base (the 
game takes place in Norse ‘purgatory’, which does not exist in Norse mythology), the game lets the 
player become acquainted with mythological figures from Norse mythology that are lesser known 
and therefor are less interesting for larger gaming companies (big game companies will often turn 
to familiar figures such as Odin, Thor and Loki to get players interested in a video game about 
Norse mythology). William Dubé had a certain vision for this game and went through Kickstarter to 
get the game funded. It collected over $14,000 more than it needed and the game was made and 
released in 2015.
Kickstarter and Indigogo often address a crowd that is looking for a more unique gaming 
experience than most games can give them. Because of this, it might be the perfect platform for a 
historically accurate video game to be funded. For this to happen, however, historians and game 
developers need to reach out to each other. Historians need to learn what limits there are to game 
making, and game developers need to learn what details and facts are considered most important 
when it comes to accuracy. Once that is done, both parties need to work together closely to work 
out a plan, and try to get it funded. 
 More about Jotun can be found at http://jotungame.com/.100
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Conclusion 
Commercial off-the-shelf video games have a long way to go before we can use them as 
educational tools. The games that have been released so far are mostly unfit for usage in the 
classroom, and the games that are usable have to be played in a very specific way. How then, are 
we going to implement video games in the classroom?
Unfortunately, a game that ticks all the boxes of what makes a video game both educational 
and fun, simply does not exist. Fortunately, we do have the tools available to make a video game 
suitable for education. We know what aspects a game must have: a video game must be fun 
(meaning engaging, immersive and challenging), have affordances (instant feedback that allows 
the player to learn how the virtual world they are currently a part of works), have a captivating 
narrative, characters the player can relate to and an aesthetic that is interesting to every player. 
The game must also be educational, meaning there needs to be a certain level of (historical) 
accuracy, it needs to be adjustable to the needs of the students, easy to understand and should 
also give feedback to a teacher so they can develop their lessons from there. The game also 
needs to avoid stereotypes, be playable in short bursts (for example during classes) and have an 
indispensable aspect within the classroom (for example, the teacher). This last part, however, can 
be removable if one wishes to release the game to a larger audience outside of the classroom.
The most popular genre to use seems to be strategy games, such as Civilization and Total 
War. This seems logical: these games are the most historically correct and offer teachers a way to 
teach their students about world history in an interactive way. Other genres, such as hack-and-
slash and adventure games are less appropriate to use as an educational tool, mainly because of 
their inaccuracies, violent nature and tendency to show only certain aspects of a society (such as 
the military one). It would be interesting to have a look at other genres, such as point-and-click 
adventure games or visual novels. Expanding into different genres not only gives the opportunity to 
create games for a broader audience, but also to create games specifically made for certain 
lessons, students or situations.
The most important condition to creating games suitable for in the classroom, is to have 
game developers and historians work closely together. Historians need to learn to understand what 
is possible when it comes to gameplay and what is needed to make a video game fun. Game 
developers need to learn to understand which aspects of history are most important and what 
information is needed within a virtual world to make a game educational. Both parties need to 
understand the other’s limitations and struggles in order to create an educational video game 
together. This is important not only to create a video game suited for in the classroom, but also for 
COTS games that are based on historical periods in time.
The video game industry is constantly developing. New techniques to tell stories in different 
and unique ways are always being worked on, and with the release of the first Virtual Reality sets 
to the public, exciting new times are coming up. Augmented Reality and Virtual Reality can 
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eventually develop into something that is perfect for the use in an educational environment. 
Museums are already using limited versions of Augmented Reality in their exhibitions, and more 
and more developing companies are interested in the evolution surrounding Virtual Reality. As 
mentioned before, narrative is an important part of making a video game immersive and interesting 
to its audience. Virtual Reality can expand that narrative even more, bringing entire worlds to life. 
One can only imagine what we can do with Virtual Reality, and its an aspect of video games that 
historians and game developers alike should keep an eye on.
Video games can offer an interactive experience that allows students to interact with history 
in a fun and unique way, and forces them to stay focussed, more than for example a documentary 
can do. However, like how we should be able to adjust a video game to the needs of a student, we 
should also consider using different educational tools for different students. Not every student will 
benefit from video games, no matter how immersive they are. A class should consist of multiple 
different educational tools, such as lectures, trips to a museum, documentaries and perhaps video 
games to create a fulfilling and all-round lesson plan fit for most students.
Until that time, more research needs to be done on using video games in the classroom. 
Not just younger students, but students of universities, can benefit immensely from video games as 
an educational tool. Both teachers and researchers alike should work together and look into this 
subject. Video games can become a part of wonderful new ways of teaching. All we have to do, is 
work together to reach that goal. 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